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transliterated as j, except in cases where the Egyptian rendering of g is more familiar, 
for example, Giza or Darb al-Gamamiz. Since Arabic does not utilize capitalization, 
I have not capitalized any part of titles, with the exception of names of people and 
places. I have eliminated diacritical marks for long vowels and initial hamzas because 
they are largely unnecessary for Arabic readers. I utilize a dot beneath the letter for 
emphatic consonants, c for the letter Q ayn, and ‘ for the hamza. In both the text and 
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some appearing in one language or the other. I have read both the Arabic and French 
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As well, Arabic document titles have been rendered in English. Certain documents 
appear in French alone, in which case I have left the title in French. 

All translations are mine, unless otherwise indicated. In places where translations 
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This page intentionally left blank 



Chapter 1 


Introduction 


In his work by the same title, Qasim Amin described the New Woman as “one of 
the fruits of modern civilization” and connected her rise in the West to “scientific 
discoveries that freed the human mind from the powers of delusion, suspicion, and 
superstition.” This process allowed the woman to move from a frivolous state into 
one in which she could be “a sister to man, a companion to her husband, [and] a 
tutor to her children—a refined individual.” Amin hoped that “this transformation” 
would take place in his own country, arguing that it would be “the most significant 
development in Egypt’s history.” 1 Implicit, and even explicit, in Amin’s description 
are comparison to the West and the notion that the New Woman is an improved, 
superior woman. 

Amin was, in Arland Thornton’s words, reading history “sideways.” Hewas confus¬ 
ing variations across geographic space for those across developmental time, assuming 
northwest Europe to be at the apogee; and further, he assumed that transformation of 
societies would take place based upon key changes in familial life, notably the status of 
the woman. 2 He wholeheartedly embraced this paradigm of developmental idealism, 
viewing such changes with optimism and enthusiasm. 

Nevertheless, while broadening horizons may have characterized the life of New 
Women in Egypt at the turn of the century, new forms of oppression, domination, 
and patriarchy also characterize such change, for “old” and “new” women alike. The 
reader should not view the New Woman depicted in this work as either good/bad or 
desirable/undesirable; but rather (s)he should view the evolution of the New Woman as 
shaping a range of both positive and negative possibilities for the New Woman and the 
people with whom she had contact. One remarkable example would be the training of 
women as hakimas [female doctors]. While on the one hand, education, opportunity, 
and the spread of modern medicine to the population at large had immeasurable 
positive potentiality; on the other hand, as the work of Khaled Fahmy, Mervat Hatem, 
Hibba Abugideiri, and Mario Ruiz demonstrates, the state utilized hakimas as a 
means of controlling, surveying, and regulating women’s bodies in nineteenth-century 
Egypt. 3 Although this work tends to focus on the positive aspects of these changes, 
we cannot ignore the other possibilities nor view history in a teleological sense. 

The Oxford English Dictionary defines the New Woman, in a series of definitions 
of “woman” relating to “qualities denoting status, occupation, or character.” She is 
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“a woman of ‘advanced’ views advocating the independence of her sex and defying 
convention.” 4 The New Woman, who arrived in Egypt in the late nineteenth century, 
was neither new nor alone. She appeared worldwide between 1850 and 1950. As 
the previous definition indicates, she would come to be connected with citizenship, 
nationalism, and women’s rights in a wide variety of states, while still displaying 
characteristics unique to her individual history. While much of the research on the New 
Woman has focused on her role in feminism and feminist movements, more recent 
work has connected her to various aspects of consumerism and material culture. 5 
Since I first began this research in the mid-1990s, there has been an abundance of 
innovative research on her various regional incarnations. 6 

Who was the New Egyptian Woman? In order to define, categorize, and charac¬ 
terize her, we must come to an understanding of the “old” Egyptian woman; yet, no 
such construct exists. There is no “baseline” standard from which a New Woman can 
emerge. Gender and nationality are but two components in a much more complex 
network of relationships, including race, class, region, and religion. In examining 
the historical experience of “old” Egyptian women, class is by far the most signifi¬ 
cant of these factors. Recent work on eighteenth-century elite women suggests that 
despite seclusion, women were active in the social, cultural, and economic realms of 
society. They visited friends and family, enjoyed regular trips to the bathhouse and 
the cemeteries, and were present at religious and secular festivals. Furthermore, they 
exercised power in society through their membership in ruling households, which was 
buttressed by their economic rights to property and inheritance, as well as their role 
in strategic marriage alliances. 7 At the other end of the economic spectrum, Judith 
Tucker’s Women in Nineteenth Century Egypt documents changes in the lives of rural 
and urban lower class women with the growth of the Egyptian state. Traditionally, 
women were involved in agricultural and non-agricultural production, as well as in 
trade. The spread of capitalism and increased state control of the economy worked 
against many women, who lost access to previous sources of wealth, status, and 
power. 8 

Thus, two vastly different pictures emerge of the “old” Egyptian woman: the 
secluded, privileged upper-class woman and the woman who worked alongside her 
husband in agriculture, craft production, or trade. By the turn of the twentieth century, 
images in the media, advertisements, and textbooks depicted a “New Woman” who 
embodied traditional values, yet superseded her grandmother in her ability to run her 
home, educate her children, serve as her husband’s partner in life, and in turn, serve her 
country by fulfilling all of these duties. The mainstream and women’s presses clearly 
defined the roles of the “New Woman” with numerous articles on her education, 
her duties in the home, her responsibilities in marriage and motherhood, and the 
importance of all these activities in the creation of the Egyptian nation. Advertisements 
depicted how she could carry out these roles more easily and effectively with the help 
of new products and services. Curricula in the growing number of state and private 
educational facilities reinforced these images. 

The new Egyptian woman was neither ubiquitous nor homogenous, nor did she 
reside outside the large cities of the delta. 9 She was an urban phenomenon found 
mainly in Cairo and Alexandria. Not only were these cities at the cutting edge of 
Egyptian society, they served as socio-cultural “magnets” of the Mashriq , attracting 
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journalists, entrepreneurs, and their families. 10 These cities were important centers 
of trade in both intellectual and material commodities; and given their cosmopolitan 
make-up, they combined Ottoman, European, Ladino, and indigenous trends. 

The “New Woman” was not synonymous with the Westernized woman, nor was 
her appearance unveiled a litmus test for this label. The type of veil, the clothing 
underneath, the accessories that complemented the outfit, were also significant fac¬ 
tors. The construct of new womanhood that emerged in Egypt at the turn of the 
century represented the infiltration of new ideas, fashions, and goods, tempered by a 
cultural authenticity and burgeoning nationalism, both of which encouraged indige¬ 
nous concepts of morality and virtue. The New Woman would glean the best from 
Eastern and Western cultural worlds, avoiding “the Frankensteinian combination of 
the worst of both [worlds].” 11 

The process by which the “New Woman” was created was tied to new patterns of 
consumption and greater educational opportunities for both women and men. Indeed, 
the story of the “New Woman” is the counterpart to the story of the “New Man.” 
Furthermore, the creation of these new individuals played a role in the formation 
of a national identity. The “New Woman” was part of the new household, whose 
members all had important roles in the creation of the Egyptian nation. The father- 
provider headed the household, and he worked diligently outside the home in order 
to materially support his family. He was aided by his partner, the mother-educator, 
who attended to the emotional and material needs of the household. The children 
were to be clean, responsible, and obedient, absorbing the virtues of their parents. By 
advancing the moral and material level of the household, Egyptians could advance 
the nation. 

Although the rhetoric of national reform carried the underpinnings of Victorian 
domesticity and separate spheres, these concepts evolved from completely different 
structures. In western Europe, the ideology of domesticity and separate spheres arose as 
industrial capitalism moved work outside the home, giving rise to waged labor. While 
women did not gain access to better-paying jobs, their importance as household man¬ 
agers increased. 12 In her study of the rise of the bourgeoisie in the Ottoman Empire, 
Go^ek argues that this process in western Europe created new concepts of civilization, 
space, and fashion that resulted in changes in the home regarding allocation of pub¬ 
lic and private space, in addition to its decoration with appropriate furnishings and 
artifacts. 15 Although upper-class households in the Ottoman Empire, in general, and 
in Egypt, in particular, adopted these divisions of space by the late nineteenth century, 
their application does not represent an evolution from a similar historical experience. 
As Gogek argues, “[t]he household as the Ottoman unit of analysis ... united pub¬ 
lic and private spheres, family and government, rulers and ruled .. . cut[ting] across 
various social functions and social groups to structurally unite the sultan and his 
officials with their families, slaves, administrators, and laborers.” 14 While Fay simi¬ 
larly argues that eighteenth-century elite mamluk households served such a function 
harkening back to a “resurgent” mamluk system, Hathaway emphasizes the specifi¬ 
cally Ottoman nature of these households given the important role they played as a 
nexus between center and province, as concubines, slaves, and clients moved between 
the poles. 15 
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The interplay between household and power is a key theme in this work. The 
household of Muhammad Ali, like the Ottoman-mamluk households of the eigh¬ 
teenth century, united public and private functions. We examine the process by 
which the creation of a centralized state and bureaucracy altered the role of the ruler’s 
home and resulted in the creation a network of households with vested interests in 
that state. Much of the story involves how Egyptian rulers conceptualized themselves 
and their authority. Muhammad Ali viewed himself as a vassal of the Ottoman state, 
seeking a greater share of autonomy, similar to mamluk beys of the eighteenth cen¬ 
tury. He in no form or fashion envisioned himself as an Egyptian. He was part of an 
Ottoman-Egyptian elite, which expressed itself in Turkish. Among his successors up 
through Ismail there was a progressive movement to further Egyptian autonomy and 
preference their own hereditary line of succession. 

The reign of Ismail (r. 1863-79) in many ways continued some of these trends and 
inaugurated others. Ismail envisioned Egypt as joining the ranks of Europe and tried to 
remap his home and capital to fit this vision. While Turkish remained the language of 
the ruling elite, Ismail also encouraged the use of both French and Arabic, as a means 
of Europeanizing and separating Egypt. Identity serves to define as well as to exclude, 
and in attempting to create a European Egypt, Ismail laid the foundation for an 
Egyptian Egypt. Nevertheless, as will be addressed in chapter 2, Ismail’s extravagance 
set in motion the process that inaugurated the British occupation. 

The arrival of the British during the reign ofTawfiq complicated the situation by 
again creating an oppositional other. As the work of EveTroutt Powell demonstrates, 
Egypt’s continued occupation of the Sudan facilitated this process. While she sees the 
Ottoman-Egyptian elite as defining itself, she maintains that Muhammad Ali and his 
successors “did not identify themselves as Egyptians.” 16 Perhaps a more careful look at 
the rulers, their languages, and their households helps to paint a somewhat different 
picture. The recent editing/translating of Abbas Hilmi II’s (r. 1892—1914) memoirs is 
useful in this respect. He portrays himself as a ruler whose mother tongue is Turkish, 
yet he dramatically emphasizes the importance of the Arabic language (from the time 
of Ismail). Furthermore he identifies himself as an Egyptian ruler during whose reign 
“national spirit became defined and consolidated.” 17 In the span of a 100 years, the 
dynasty evolved from viewing itself as leading a vassal state of the Ottoman Empire to 
reigning over an Egyptian nation. This change in perception was possible because of 
the diffusion of power from a handful of military/political fortresses to a middle class 
of bureaucrats and professionals, as well as their families, who believed in the idea of 
an Egyptian nation and saw their home as a crucial building block. 

Another aspect of this development was related to changes in education for men and 
women. 18 Much of the existing historiography on the topic of women and education, 
while connecting it to nationalism, tends to view it through the prism of feminism 
or the feminist movement. 19 In Feminists, Islam, and Nation, Margot Badran seeks 
to reconcile the fact that women were at the forefront of the 1919 Revolution, yet 
they remained unliberated in the years after independence. She asserts that male 
nationalists appropriated the feminist movement as a means of articulating their 
nationalist demands, but after 1922, these same men were too busy competing for 
political power to set forth on a feminist agenda. 20 In contrast, Beth Baron argues that 
female intellectuals appropriated the rhetoric of nationalism in order to achieve their 
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aims in women’s rights, education, and philanthropy. 21 More recently, Lisa Pollard 
has eschewed these frameworks of appropriation in favor of examining the gendered 
discourse of nationalism in the post-World War I era, examining male and female 
education. 22 

The importance of the press, advertising, and consumption has received greater 
attention in recent years, particularly its role in inspiring nationalism and bringing 
about revolt or revolution. 23 As Heather Sharkey argues in her study of nationalism 
and culture in Sudan, “[n]ationalism was ... a literary undertaking. . . reliant on the 
power of the written word to affirm and eventually popularize its values.” 24 The fact 
that such a nationalism was both elite and exclusive does not remove its power as an 
ideational force in society. This study views the reign of Ismail as a watershed moment 
for this process. In part it was by chance that he came to power as the revolutions 
in transportation and communication were at a critical juncture in Egypt, and his 
program of education and development inspired both awe and criticism. His support 
of various intellectual societies and the press created a forum, albeit somewhat limited, 
for discussing the issues of the day. 

By focusing on the issues of consumerism, education, and identity I hope to 
build on this body of work, examining other significant issues in the historiography 
of Egypt, for example, the rise of capitalism, the development of an indigenous 
bureaucracy, the creation of a modern educational system, and the evolution of the 
nationalist movement. Trends in consumption provide a window into more than 
what people are, but rather what they aim to be. 25 According to Gogek, “[gjoods 
make and maintain social relationships and fix public meaning. . . social groups utilize 
consumption to reinforce or undermine existing social boundaries.” She goes on to 
describe how the goods amassed by an individual represent his/her “hierarchy of 
values” thus “attachjing] meaning to the goods.” 26 

While the history of consumption and its meanings are relatively new to the 
historiography of the Middle East, 27 the subject in the American context has been 
well studied. With respect to the role of women as consumers, opinion is divided 
between those who see consumption as a form of empowerment for women and 
those who view it as an extension of male authority. The former optimistically argue 
that women exercise power in both the quantity and range of decisions encountered 
in the consumer experience. 28 Critics, such as John Kenneth Galbraith, contend that 
consumption extends male authority by providing a veneer of free choice over a real¬ 
ity of unremunerated work for women. 29 Furthermore, critics claim that media 
images encouraging consumption reinforce the economic and sexual subordination 
of women to men. 30 Viewing the role of consumption in either of these extremes 
overlooks both the opportunities and challenges that it provided for women. For 
example, in his study of women and turn-of-the-century department stores, William 
Leach examines how consumption created new definitions of womanhood: 


[Participation in the consumer experience challenged and subverted that complex of 
qualities traditionally known as feminine-dependence, passivity, religious piety, domestic 
inwardness, sexual purity, and maternal nurture. Mass consumer culture presented to 
women a new definition of gender that carved out a space for individual expression 
similar to men’s and that stood in tension with the older definition passed on to them 
by their mothers and grandmothers. 31 
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In the Egyptian context, consumption allowed women of the middle and upper 
classes to similarly challenge old definitions of womanhood. Consumerism was by 
no means a nineteenth-century invention, nor was it necessarily a consequence of 
capitalism. In the eighteenth century, consumerism among women was limited to 
the upper classes, and it took place within the home. While women had the choice 
to buy or not buy and the ability to make requests, the quantity, quality, and variety 
of goods was determined by female traders [ dallalas]. The spread of capitalism in 
Egypt and the subsequent growth of the infrastructure of consumption led to both an 
increase in the quantity of goods available and the number of people with access to 
those goods. As was the case in western Europe, new patterns of consumption led to 
new conceptions of individualism, fashion, and decency. 32 Nevertheless, the Egyptian 
context was neither a small-scale imitation of the West, nor was it merely a building 
block in the colonialist project. The Mrs. Consumer who arose in Egypt differed 
from her American counterparts by her class, education, and taste, as evidenced by 
the products and services that were repeatedly advertised for women. The shopping 
experience, whether in the home, in specialized departments for women, or in stores 
without gender segregation, allowed women to experiment and challenge old forms 
of identity as well as to confront the British occupation through their consumption 
(or non-consumption) of goods. Thus, this study sees the spread of capitalism as more 
than just the replacement of indigenous goods with Western ones, it examines the 
creation of a new lifestyle and ideology based upon new patterns of consumption. 33 

These new patterns of consumption involved more than products and services, but 
also ideas as articulated in the new educational system. This work attempts to situate 
female education in a larger struggle for cultural and intellectual hegemony. State 
sponsorship of education is a key aspect of hegemonic leadership. The creation of 
the modern Egyptian state necessitated the training of individuals to serve as workers 
for the state. The expansion of educational and career opportunities for men helped 
to build the ranks of the urban middle class, a class distinguished by its patterns 
of consumption, sources of income, and participation in public life. The state also 
had a vested interest in expanding professional opportunities for women in medicine, 
education, and social work. Nevertheless, the aim of public education did not mesh 
with the emerging ideal of “New Womanhood.” How could a woman serve as the 
emotional pillar of her family if she worked outside the home? At the same time, 
the new ideal necessitated education for women; but how could women be educated 
without female teachers? This study examines governmental attempts to alleviate these 
inconsistencies by emphasizing a domestic curriculum. Although articles on female 
education in the mainstream and women’s presses emphasized the importance of 
women’s role in the home, views on the nature and practicality of domestic education 
differed along class and gender lines. 

The existence of a two-track educational system only complicated matters with 
respect to girls’ education. Since the system established by Muhammad Ali worked 
from the top to the base, initially, it was necessary to recruit and maintain students 
from traditional schools. Furthermore, Muhammad Ali had no need to dismantle 
these structures, for they still served important socio-cultural functions in the com¬ 
munity. The existence of this parallel system of education later allowed the British 
to extend hegemonic control by providing an inexpensive form of mass education, 



Introduction 


7 


while simultaneously limiting access to the Westernized educational system. Both the 
British and the Egyptian ruling elite found this system to be effective in restricting 
government employment and the liberal professions to men of the upper classes. This 
strategy did not work, however, in the girls’ schools. The vocational emphasis of the 
upper track discouraged matriculation by girls of the upper classes. A vast array of 
alternatives to state-run schools for girls existed in the form of governesses/tutors, as 
well as mission, private, and community schools. Mission schools sought to advance 
Christianity and Western education, while the foreign/minority schools sought to 
preserve the language, culture, and heritage of the individual community. Both types 
of schools served to spur the Muslim majority into creating alternative forms of private 
education for girls. Despite benefits gained in European languages, boys preferred the 
passport to public service that state education provided. 

Education was a means for articulating a nascent national identity. The emergence 
or existence of a national identity does not and did not erase other forms of identity, 
such as religion, class, locale, or occupation. 34 The emergence of an Egyptian identity 
often overlapped with a larger Ottoman or Eastern identity, and many of the j ournalists 
and textbook authors, who helped to convey these notions, were Levantine in origin. 
Furthermore, it is ironic that the “Westernized” educational system served to forge 
an Egyptian identity. Both Western advisors and indigenous bureaucrats helped to 
shape this identity. 35 In particular, I discuss Rifaat Tahtawi and Ali Mubarak, both 
of whom made significant contributions through their long tenures of service, their 
writings, and the legacy created in the school system itself. These men were profoundly 
influenced by their experiences in Europe and with European states. Moreover, as 
Powell highlights, both of these men were shaped by another oppositional other, the 
Sudan, which helped to create “an idealized, burgeoning nationalist sense.” 36 

While both Tahtawi and Mubarak acknowledged serious differences between the 
Egyptian and European contexts, they sought to apply European models to their 
own milieu, as well as to Egypt’s rule over Sudan. Tahtawi believed in the use of 
curriculum to advance new models of citizenship, and thus he emphasized the study of 
national history, geography, and politics .^ In contrast, Mubarak focused on applying 
Western models of organization, structure, and discipline. As the system graduated 
and employed more men exposed to these views, they, in turn helped to further shape 
the system by adjusting the curriculum to socio-cultural needs and political realities. 
For example, by the 1890s, Turkish became optional in government schools, and it 
was eventually phased out completely. 38 Meanwhile, mathematics textbooks omitted 
Turkish currency from conversion charts by the turn of the century. 39 

Although British occupiers sought to reshape curriculum in language, history, 
and geography to suit the colonialist project, debate in the press advanced growing 
nationalist views. As a result, more classes were taught in Arabic, and the num¬ 
ber of lessons in religion increased, reinforcing the study of both Islamic history 
and the Arabic language. 40 Furthermore, a new course of study emerged: al-tarbiya 
al-qawmiyya [national education/morals]. 41 It subsumed an old course in manners 
and morals, adding a civic dimension. In other words, its structure indicated that 
one’s personal behavior had greater implications for society. Meanwhile, in schools 
for girls, these lessons were reinforced in the home economics classroom. Although 
these developments in curriculum took place slowly over the course of several decades, 
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they are nonetheless significant in the formation of identity. Furthermore, they 
challenge recent studies on nationalism that view the period between World War I 
and the 1919 Revolution as the pivotal, explosive era in which territorial Egyptian 
nationalism emerges. 42 

A significant theme throughout this work is the issue of contact and confrontation 
with European thought and culture. In seeking to address this issue, the historian 
runs the risk of falling into the old modernization paradigm for the study of Middle 
East history. In this study, I have attempted to demonstrate that Western thought, 
processes, products, and structures do not, in fact, displace indigenous ones. In the first 
place, there is rarely wholesale imitation or adoption of Western ways, even amongst 
the upper class. There is always some level of accommodation and adaptation. Second, 
in some cases, there were already indigenous precedents, for example, the increasing 
interest in French luxury products in the eighteenth century or the existence of the 
daya [midwife] historically. Neither the growth of the department stores nor the 
training of women to be hakimas can be fully understood without looking back to 
these precedents. Third, it is important to realize that traditional structures continued 
to exist, and in some instances, to thrive. Modern shops do not replace bazaars, nor 
does the higher primary school replace the kuttab. Thus, the persistence of parallel 
structures is a theme throughout this work. 43 Since my focus is on the urban middle 
and upper classes, more attention is necessarily given to the new structures; but in no 
way is this emphasis a value judgment. Finally, I have included indigenous critiques 
of both the new patterns of consumption and the new education system in order to 
highlight the lack of acceptance of Western ways amongst certain segments of the 
population. 



Part I 


The Household, Consumerism, and 
the New Woman 
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Chapter 2 


The House, City, and Nation that 


Ismail Built 


The House that Ismail Built 


When Muhammad Ali first got official word that he would be viceroy of Egypt in 
1805, neither he nor the Ottoman Sultan who conferred the title had any idea that his 
family would continue to rule Egypt until the mid-twentieth century. Indeed, both 
probably approached the venture with a “make the best out of it” attitude. Egypt had 
been largely out of central Ottoman control for more than a century, and someone 
who could restore order and remit taxes would serve a beneficial function. From the 
point of view of a merchant-sailor, namely Muhammad Ali, Egypt held great potential 
for the person able to navigate the difficult waters between local potentates, interfering 
European powers, and the central Ottoman administration. 

Muhammad Ali did not introduce a completely new system, rather he built upon 
the foundations laid by the mamluks. Ele learned their techniques of centralization 
and the establishment of law and order, yet he departed from his mamluk forbears 
with his policies on industry, agriculture, education, and the Egyptianization of the 
bureaucracy. 1 It was not until after his infamous soiree at the Citadel in 1811 that he 
put into place the features of his reign that made him unique, and embarked upon 
sponsorship of royal architecture. 2 Since Umayyad times, perhaps earlier, architecture 
has played an important role as an emblem of Islamic rule. Through the sponsorship 
of residences, mosques, fountains, schools, hospitals, and the like, Muslim rulers have 
symbolized their power and created institutions to sustain the community. 

Before building his own palace, Muhammad Ali first resided at the former home 
of Muhammad Bey al-Alfi. In 1812 Muhammad Ali demolished an old palace at the 
Citadel and the diwan of Qaytbey to build the first in a series of ft’wwf-styled kiosks 
and palaces. By adopting architectural styles from his native Albania and its environs, 
he brought his own imprint to Egypt, while simultaneously banning certain elements 
of mamluk architecture. In addition to new palace buildings at the Citadel, he built a 
palace in Alexandria, one in Shubra, one for his daughter Zaynab in Azbakiyya, and 
one for his daughter Nazli on the Nile. 3 
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British intervention put an end to Muhammad Ali’s expansion (beyond Sudan) 
and industrialization plans; however, many of his other policies remained, and the 
Rumi architectural style continued to be popular with the local population through¬ 
out the rest of the century. Although he lost significant commercial and industrial 
power in the Treaty of Balta Liman (1838), through the Treaty of London (1841) 
Muhammad Ali’s family received the right to rule Egypt as a hereditary pashalik, fol¬ 
lowing Ottoman succession practice (eldest male of ruling family). Muhammad Ali’s 
successors, Abbas and Said, lacked his creativity and political savoir-faire. Under their 
rule, many of his programs were reduced or dismantled. Nevertheless, they continued 
efforts at modernization of transportation and communication with the development 
of railroad and telegraph networks in Egypt. They continued to sponsor various royal 
architectural projects, particularly Abbas. 4 

Despite the fact that th t finnan granting the dynasty succession specifically placed 
Egypt under Ottoman practice, even in the lifetime of Muhammad Ali there was 
some effort at primogeniture by his eldest son. Ibrahim ruled in his father’s name for 
seven and a half months in 1848, but preceded his father to the grave. According 
to Toledano, Ibrahim was too ill and had such poor relations with Istanbul that he 
was unable to carry out this goal. Once succession went to Abbas (r. 1848-54), he 
too began to maneuver a change in the law of succession to primogeniture. The first 
step in this process was to marry his son Ilhami to Sultan Abdul Majid’s daughter. 
Nevertheless, Abbas died before his plan could come to fruition. 5 

The ascension of Ismail marks a transition to a new architectural and ruling style, 
as well as the reimplementation of some of Muhammad Ali’s practices. 6 Foreigners 
present in Egypt at the time, saw his rise to power as the inauguration of a new and 
promising era in Egyptian history. 7 Ismail, like his grandfather, sought to revitalize 
Egypt by imposing order and improving education. Additionally, he desired further 
investment and settlement by sponsoring new forms of consumption in an Egypt that 
he viewed as being part of Europe. These changes began at the level of his household, 
continued in his capital, and spread throughout the country as a whole. Where Ibrahim 
and Abbas had failed to inaugurate a system of primogeniture, Ismail succeeded. He 
was able to utilize an important link to the Ottoman Sultan Abdul Aziz—they were 
maternal cousins. His mother laid the groundwork for the plan during a state visit 
in 1865, and although she was not given any encouragement, the law was changed a 
year later. Ismail also obtained the title Khedive, a Persian word for ruler, and a title 
that his father and grandfather had used unofficially. 8 

Another way in which Ismail heralded his reign as an era of change, was through 
the initiation of a large number of palace-building projects. In 1863 Ismail began 
work on his new official residence. He felt that his grandfather’s palace in Shubra 
was too far from the seat of action. Instead, he wanted to make Abdin palace a 
political and social center, easily accessible to the (soon to be) chic neighborhoods 
of Ismailiyya and Azbakiyya. After buying the home of Abdin Bey, Ismail purchased 
and/or expropriated the surrounding land and buildings. He then replaced Abdin 
Bey’s home with an enormous palace, constructed by Italian architect Di Corel Wei 
Rousseau. The outside was neo-Classisical, while the interior blended a series of 
diverse and contrasting styles. Intricate gardens surrounded the palace, including an 
aquarium, where Ismail collected rare fish. The total cost of the project was close to 
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£700,000, and it took eleven years to complete. The Abdin project was but one aspect 
of his larger Haussmanization of Cairo, and given its long-term implications, Ismail 
began work on the Gezira and Giza palaces as well. Tamraz points out that these 
palaces are important intermediaries between the earlier Rumi style and the European 
style characterized by his later constructions, such as Abdin. 9 

The new palace and gardens at Gezira incorporated the palace and kiosk of 
Muhammad Ali. Construction was completed in 1868, in plenty of time for it to 
serve as the temporary home for the Empress Eugenie during the Suez Canal festiv¬ 
ities in the fall of 1869. Apparently Ismail went so far as to order that her private 
apartments be an exact replica of her suite at the Tuilleries. The Gezira Palace was 
situated on 60 feddans (roughly acres) and comprised a palace for the female quarters, 
the harim , and two areas for the reception of guests ( salamliks ), the latter designed by 
the Austrian architect Franz Pasha. The palace combined “orientaf’-style furnishings 
and “magnificent” interior decoration with imported Western wrought-iron balconies 
fashioned in Islamic style. The surrounding gardens were enclosed with a fence to keep 
Ismail’s collection of animals. The garden was illuminated by gas lamps, which helped 
to create the image of a “fairy land.” 10 

According to Ali Mubarak, the cost of the Gezira palace approached £900,000; 
however, relative to the cost of the Giza palace, he considered it a nominal amount. 
Ismail spent nearly £1,400,000 on the Giza palace, which had formerly belonged to 
Said. He purchased it from Said’s son, expanded the existing palace, and increased the 
number of buildings on the 30 -feddan tract of land. He brought Western engineers 
to construct a salamlik of sculptured stone. The original gardens were expanded, and 
the old walkways demolished and repaved. Ismail appointed Barillet-Deschamps to 
landscape the area now known as Orman gardens. This area later provided the nucleus 
for the zoological gardens and Cairo University. The current majlis al-dawla building 
in Giza was likely part of these same renovations. 11 

In the words of Ismail’s minister of public works, the Khedive was absolutely 
“enamored of building.” Ismail sustained numerous projects for both himself and 
his family, including the 400-room al-Qubba palace near Heliopolis built for his son 
Tawfiq and al-Zaafran palace in Abbasiyya originally built for himself but later given as 
a present to his mother. He renovated a number of older palaces and established new 
ones in Minya, Mansura, and the island of Roda. Finally, the Khedive invested a good 
deal of money in his home away from home, the Mahmssa. The accommodations 
on the yacht were no less luxurious than in the palaces, including fine porcelain tiles, 
inlaid banisters, and silver-cased staterooms. 12 

By the time of Ismail, court culture in Egypt was thoroughly enmeshed in 
both Ottoman and European modes of consumption. 13 Even his predecessor Said 
(r. 1854-63) had engaged in European-style conspicuous consumption with his 
French chef, fine wines, and splendid/ite. 14 What made Ismail different was both the 
extent of his consumerism and his desire to develop the nation in the same way that 
he developed his home and his capital. According to Pierre Bourdieu, “[t]he effect 
of mode of acquisition is most marked in the ordinary choices of everyday existence, 
such as furniture, clothing or cooking...” Furthermore, Ismail’s choice in clothes, 
toiletries, and grooming habits exemplifies the use of his body as a “materialization of 
class taste.” The Western luxury items that he chose for his home served to inscribe 
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and reactivate distinction in each act of consumption by means of economic and 
cultural appropriation. Not only does one have to consider what Ismail imported, 
but how and why he used those items. For example, his eating habits cannot be con¬ 
sidered independently of his lifestyle. The preparation, presentation, and manner of 
consumption were as important as the haute cuisine that he served. 15 By examining 
the records of the Periode Ismail series relating to Ismail’s purchases for the home and 
visitors’ accounts, one can see the distinction Ismail sought for his homes. Although 
the records are obviously incomplete, they give the reader a sense of Ismail’s taste. 

In provisioning his home, Ismail sought catalogs and designs for the most mag¬ 
nificent furnishings. A piece of correspondence from 1875 indicates that any of the 
drawings could be tailored to meet Ismail’s individual needs. While the Khedive hired 
Egyptian, Italian, French, and Turkish decorators, he also liked to provide input on 
the decoration process. Visitors to his palaces were universally impressed by the luxury 
of the interiors. Many even go so far as to mention the cost; however, they do not 
divulge the source of their information. Ismail sought furnishings that would rein¬ 
force his place among the European aristocracy. Not only was the style and cost of 
furnishings important, but also the activities linked to these furnishings. For example, 
in early 1876, Ismail sent word to his favorite European merchant that he wanted a 
billiard table of high quality. 16 

Ismail’s distinction was manifested in the foods, beverages, and tobaccos that he 
selected for consumption in his homes. He ordered expensive meats such as leg of 
lamb and smoked tongue, as well as specialty items like foies gras and smoked salmon. 
Ismail had a taste for fine imported cheeses, and he ordered items not easily found 
in Egypt, for example, artichokes and asparagus. More surprisingly, he imported 
fruits, vegetables, and legumes widely available in Egypt, including onions, beans, 
carrots, peas, and tomatoes. Finally, he complemented his selections with items such 
as tarragon vinegar, vermicelli, bread, chocolate, candied fruit, and fruit-flavored 
syrups. The food served in the palace was beyond compare. Princess Emine Foat 
Tugay relates an anecdote that is telling of Ismail’s extravagance. A former slave in 
Ismail’s harim was apparently unable to eat the food provided by her new bridegroom. 
Her indulgent husband visited the palace kitchen to learn the secrets of the head chef, 
who showed him the large storerooms of meat used for preparing all dishes, including 
rice and vegetables. The husband returned home and informed his wife that he would 
be bankrupted in a month were he to provide her with food prepared as in the 
palace. 17 Ismail could not possibly have served such rich, gourmet foods without the 
appropriate beverages. Thus, he ordered the finest wines, champagnes, liquors, beers, 
and mineral waters in cases by the dozen. 18 

Lavish meals require proper implements for both cooking and serving. There¬ 
fore, Ismail ordered special pots, pans, casseroles, grills, sieves, and grinders for the 
imperial kitchen, as well as jewel-encrusted plates and fine silver place settings. 19 
Guests frequently commented upon the splendor of both the meal and its presenta¬ 
tion. According to Mrs. Grey, “[t]he dinner was excellent, with every luxury that a 
true French cuisine and French taste could produce; the table beautifully arranged 
and decorated...” Nevertheless, not all of the European innovations in eating had 
made their way into the harim. The same visitor reports eating Turkish-style in the 
harim, where the women ate with their hands (off of a gold tray and plates of gold 
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with precious stones), and she was given only a tortoiseshell spoon for the soup. All of 
the women dipped from the same tureen. Mrs. Grey was so horrified that she found 
herself unable to eat. The third wife of the Khedive mistook her disgust for bashful¬ 
ness, dipping an onion in gravy for her and putting it in her hand. Unfortunately, 
Mrs. Grey was unaware that such an act was an honor. 20 

Ismail topped off his lavish meals with fine tobacco. He preferred cigars over 
Oriental water pipes. He enjoyed cigars both for his own pleasure and to present as 
elegant gifts. In the existing records of the Periode Ismail, cigars were among the most 
frequently recurring expenses. 21 According to a European diplomat, Ismail “always 
carried two kinds with him in two of his pockets, one kind of an ordinary good 
brand, but the other was supreme ... I don’t think I ever smoked a better.” Apparently, 
Ismail enjoyed impressing his guests and offered varying qualities according to both 
the occasion and the recipient. 22 Relli Shechter credits Ismail for switching from 
pipes to cigarettes at official functions. Furthermore he views the move to cigarettes as 
“embod[ying] and symbolizing] the acceleration of the pace of life in Egypt resulting 
from reforms.” 23 

Ismail sought the latest technology for his home, and he was particularly enamored 
of photography and related gadgets. He bought expensive equipment, photographs 
from around the world, and portraits of himself and his family. For example, in 1867 
he purchased a stereoscope with views of Paris, four albums of Russian photographs, 
other assorted albums, plus thousands of pounds worth of photographs and proofs of 
his formal portraits. 24 According to Sarah Graham-Brown, items such as the albums 
and stereoscopic slides had become “the rage in Europe.” 25 Aside from Ismail’s desire 
to immortalize himself and his family through pictures, his interest in both Paris and 
Russia are telling of his concerns. Paris represented the model he wished to follow for 
Cairo, and he could not help but be interested in his suzerain’s competitor, another 
land-based, agrarian, multi-ethnic, multi-religious empire. 26 

Ismail extended his rampant consumerism to personal items such as clothing, 
jewelry, pharmaceuticals, and even toys. The Khedive’s bill from one French company, 
covering a three-month period in 1877, totaled almost 600 francs. His order included 
a dressing gown, a dozen pairs of woolen socks, seven pairs of pants, twenty-four ties, 
three nightshirts, and assorted colognes. 27 He made frequent purchases of colognes, 
perfumes and jewelry for himself, his mother, the princesses, and his mistresses. 28 
Ismail was even part of the latest Western trends in health and beauty products. He 
patronized the same company used by the Queen of England, the Prince of Wales, 
and Napoleon III. Ismail must have been pleased by the fact that his name appeared 
with theirs in the company’s logo. 25 European contemporaries give accounts of his 
“child-like” love for a variety of consumer goods, including toy trains. 50 

The royal harim sought the same distinction by purchasing these European lux¬ 
uries. Emmeline Lott, who resided in the harim in the mid-1860s, recounts the 
large quantity of fabrics from around the world and cases full of the latest French 
footware. 31 Documents from the Periode Ismail series confirm Lott’s observations. 
Dresses, blouses, jackets, nightshirts, pantaloons, corsets, and socks were ordered 
by the dozen. 32 Estimates of the harim population vary from 150 to 900 (women 
only). 33 Even taking the most conservative estimate, keeping these women dressed 
to the hilt must have cost a small fortune, given what might be spent for a single 
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formal function. Mrs. William Grey described the clothing at a state function as 
“ridiculous and tasteless ... in a European fashion ... [with] hideous round hats with 
bright flowers and feathers . . . diamond ornaments, earrings, and brooches and a 
few had the Viceroy’s picture set in stones on their shoulder.” 34 What seemed 
to disturb her most was that their appearance defied the “Eastern” look of the 
harim. 

Although official functions were more likely to cost a fortune, even the day to day 
whims of an individual princess could strain the royal coffers. According to Clara 
Boyle, wife of a British diplomat, Ismail’s beloved daughter Zeinab had an account 
with a Paris dressmaker, and “in a single year she spent £10,000 on black velvet 
alone.” 33 Ellen Chennells, Zeinab’s governess, confirms the princess’s love for clothes, 
which often took preference over her lessons. 3 *’ 

The ladies of the harim did not always dress in high fashion, nor did all of them 
dress in European clothing. Mrs. Cromwell Rhodes reports that she once went to a 
private reception at the palace and was shocked to find all the court ladies in flannelette 
dressing gowns. This form of dressing was in sharp contrast to the “lovely brocade 
dresses” that all the ladies had worn at a state reception. It appears that the more 
formal the function, the more likely that women were to dress and eat in a European 
manner.’ 7 At another party, Mrs. Rhodes notes that the ladies all wore European 
dress, but at the end of the evening, they changed into their “shabby pink flannel 
gowns” after an evening of drinking “beer mixed with champagne, whiskey, etc.” 38 
Mrs. Rhodes, like Mrs. Grey, expressed disappointment that Eastern royalty did not 
adhere to her romanticized ideal. 

Not only did the princesses share Ismail’s love for clothing and fine beverages, 
they too admired elegant jewelry and jewel-encrusted objects. Just as imperial cuisine 
required the proper presentation, so too did jewelry. Many items were so ornate as to 
sometimes require special instructions for placement in hair or brooches. 39 The ladies 
of the harim were also consumers of the new health and beauty products, ordering 
items such as Creme Imperatrice and Lubin cold cream. Between 1874 and 1876, at 
the Khedive’s pharmacy alone, they spent almost 50,000 francs. 40 What better way to 
show off their new clothing, sophisticated hair-styles, elegant jewelry, and fine make¬ 
up than by recording their images with photographs. According to Margot Badran, 
male photographers entered Ismail’s harim and took pictures of the women in their 
Western-style clothing. 41 

It appears that the princesses and women of the harim enjoyed using European 
clothing, jewelry, and beauty products. They seemed to have a fondness for all things 
European. Emmeline Lott reports that “they abandon [ed] any habits which ... were 
repugnant to delicacy, especially when I told them that such were not h la Franca, 
‘European.’ ” 42 Hanafi al-Mahalawi, author of a book on the royal harim, points out 
that it was during the age of Ismail when the official consorts of the ruler took the title 
“princessa ” as opposed to the old title of “ hanum"^ The term did not displace hanum, 
but it occurred more frequently with reference to his official wives in particular. Despite 
the adoption of these Europeanisms, the harim was still furnished in the traditional 
Eastern manner. According to Mrs. Grey, the only furnishings were divans. She points 
out that there were no tables and no European-style washing materials, even in the 
bedroom of the Grand Princess. 44 
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The Queen Mother often dictated style and functions of the harim, and in her 
own home, al-Zaafran palace, she favored the traditional in both clothing and 
furnishings. -15 Like the palace as a whole, the harim did its share of entertaining, 
following elaborate rituals for both foreign and native guests. A visit would begin 
with the Agha helping the visitors descend from their carriage and walking them to 
the door of the harim. Here they would be met by servants, who would lead them to 
a salon on the ground floor where their yashmak and faridji (veil and cloak) and/or 
overcoat would be taken. Cloaks and veils would then be sent to the tezrecis to be 
pressed with an iron. Meanwhile, the visitors were guided to a special salon for the 
princesses on the second floor, where they were greeted by a (female) servant dressed 
in embroidered men’s clothing. This servant, chosen for her grace and charm, would 
twirl a baton between her hands until the princesses, donning their fine European 
gowns, arrived. Foreign visitors were then presented with a special servant for the 
purpose of translation. When the visitors were ready to leave, they would find their 
cloaks, veils, and gloves placed inside the folds of satin or velvet brocade squares, 
which were laid out on tables or settees. 46 

Court entertaining and rituals provided the opportunity for Ismail and the harim 
to engage in conspicuous consumption. Perhaps the most elaborate of these rituals 
were royal weddings. Between 1873 and 1874, five of Ismail’s children were married, 
four of the weddings taking place in week-long ceremonies on consecutive Thursdays 
during January-February 1873. According to one observer, who attended three of 
the weddings, the celebrations cost at least 15 million dollars and eclipsed the fes¬ 
tivities surrounding the opening of the Suez Canal, including “brilliant and profuse 
pyrotechnic displays,” “dinner and feasting... in wanton luxuriance .. . music inter¬ 
mingled with salvos of artillery.” He goes on to describe the wedding procession that 
consisted of “hundreds of harem carriages ... horses gaily decorated ... ladies in laces 
and gorgeous colored silks and satins ... Pachas and Beys in tarboosh and showy uni¬ 
forms, on prancing steeds ...” During such festivities, the Khedive also distributed 
enormous quantities of food to the poor. 47 

Ellen Chennells recollects the excitement of this period. Apparently, the harim 
was a flurry of activity with French modistes and great confusion over clothing bills. 48 
Weddings necessitated intricate planning, and new outfits were required for each 
of the days of celebration. Mrs. Grey, who attended the wedding of Ismail’s eldest 
daughter Tawhida several years earlier, describes the conspicuous consumption of that 
event as a “total disregard of expense” costing some “£40,000, half being given by 
the Viceroy, and half by the future husband.” After elaborately describing their hair 
styles, clothing, and jewelry, she marveled, “I never saw anything equal to it.” 45 It is 
clear from contemporary descriptions that these weddings allowed Ismail to bring the 
distinction of the court to the public eye. 

What is even more notable about the 1873-74 weddings is their peculiarity as 
“new” marriages, that is, as Western-style bourgeois marriages in which the husband 
and wife are social equals. 50 It was not all that uncommon to marry royal women 
or even important slaves to socially significant men. Nevertheless, the idea of a male 
from the ruling family settling down with a single wife of equal status was rather odd, 
particularly for Ismail to impose upon his sons. 51 The first of these marriages was 
for Ismail’s heir apparent Tawfiq, who married Amina, the daughter of Ilhami Pasha 
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(Abbas’s son) and Sultan Abdul Majid’s daughter. While imposing this woman of 
double royal lineage onTawfiq, Ismail himself had fourteen official wives or consorts, 
as well as other concubines at his beck and call. 52 Despite the novelty of these marriages 
and the extravagance of celebrations, the form remained traditional, with separate 
functions for male and female guests. 55 

Like weddings, funerals too could be venues of conspicuous consumption; and 
the style and manner of consumption was traditional. The funeral procession for 
the Khedive’s beloved daughter Zeinab numbered 100,000, had sacrificial buffalo 
and people hurling bread and dates to the crowds; and included Cairo’s water 
carriers, the blind, and school children; the theologians of al-Azhar; members 
of the various Sufi orders; the princes; and members of the civil and military 
orders. 54 


Education in the Royal Household 


Ismail’s interest in things European was not limited to merely objects. He was inter¬ 
ested in European ideas as well. He inherited this love of learning from his father. 
Although usually portrayed as a brutish military man, Ibrahim Pasha was a learned 
individual with an immense library. He took fastidious care of Ismail’s early education, 
which included science, Arabic, Persian, Turkish, French, and mathematics. Marsot 
argues that Ibrahim had more of an Egyptian identity than an Ottoman one given 
his residency in Istanbul as a “guest” (hostage) of the Sultan early in Muhammad 
Ali’s reign. Furthermore, she points out that he spoke Arabic with his men. Thus, it 
is not surprising that Arabic was included in his son’s curriculum and that Abbas II 
remembers his father’s and grandfather’s stress on its importance. 55 

Ibrahim was concerned with all facets of Ismail’s education. He even saw to it 
that his son continued his lessons when he suffered from opthalmia, and he rewarded 
Ismail’s academic efforts with horseback-riding sessions. 56 As a youth, Ismail studied 
in Vienna and Paris, and it was during this stay in Europe that he gained proficiency 
in written and spoken French. 57 After his return, he tried to maintain his knowledge 
of European languages and world affairs by subscribing to 50 European newspapers 
and journals, as well as maintaining a subscription to the journal la Turquie. Even the 
barim subscribed to the Levant Times? & 

Like his own father, Ismail was particularly interested in the education of his 
children. Having studied in Europe, he was keen on providing his children with 
European governesses. According to Yacub Artin, European tutors first entered the 
royal barim during the reign of Muhammad Ali. 59 At first the process for recruitment 
was somewhat haphazard. An educated foreigner might visit the barim, and an elder 
would attempt to engage her for the benefit of the group. 60 By the reign of Ismail, 
however, the process for recruitment was more rigorous, and it sometimes involved 
the efforts of the Inspector-General of the schools and other government officials. 
Qualifications for such a position included descent from a good family; knowledge of 
English, French, and sometimes even German; facility in the fine arts; and, of course, 
a good general education. 61 
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Ismail carefully monitored his children’s education and commended their progress. 
His correspondence with his children is testimony to this interest. Writing to his son 
Hassan in 1867, Ismail commented: 

My dear son, it would make me happy to hear from you and know how you are applying 
yourself, and how you are progressing in your classes. Also, let me encourage you to be 
consistent in your efforts, and to take advantage of this education in order to develop 
your intellectual and physical abilities. In this way, you would know that I have devoted 
all my affection to you . 62 

This concern was not reserved for his male children alone, as the following 
correspondence between him and his daughter Zeinab demonstrates: 

Zeinab: We have received the letters which you were so good as to send to my brothers 
and to me, and we thank you many times for your kindness in writing to us. My mother 
thinks that you may perhaps like to have a little letter in English from me. I hope that 
you will be so kind as to excuse my faults as I have not (learnt or learns) English very 
long. We have been so glad to hear that Your Highness is quite well, and we shall be so 
happy when we will see you again. I have been helped with this letter which I hope will 
please you.... 

Ismail: [In French] Your short letter is delightful, and it has given me great pleasure. It 
is well written ... It pleased me to know that you are working hard and behaving well. 
That is the best news that you could give me ... 65 

Zeinab’s letter also indicates her mother’s interest in her studies. Indeed, the memoirs 
of governesses Ellen Chennells and Emmaline Lott demonstrate the great concern for 
education by both parents. The Queen Mother also supervised her granddaughters’ 
education. 64 

Educating women of the harim was not new to Ismail, Muhammad Ali, or to the 
Egyptian upper class. The royal family in Egypt, like many other upper-class families 
in the Middle East, had a tradition of educating women. Islam as a religion enjoins all 
believers to seek knowledge. 65 Educated women rank among the revered figures of the 
classical period. According to Jonathan Berkey, during the later Middle Ages, Cairene 
women were important contributors to and transmitters of Muslim learning. 66 In 
particular, women were key players in advancing their own education, the education 
of their children, and the education of other women. These trends continued right 
through the nineteenth century. 

Despite the fact that it was not uncommon for women of the upper class to receive 
instruction, both the curriculum and the manner of instruction changed with Ismail. 
Previously, women learned to read Arabic, Turkish, and Persian, either from other 
family members or from elderly shaykhs , 67 Nevertheless, teaching them to write was 
rare. Princess Emine Foat Tugay reports that her grandmother, originally a slave from 
the Caucasus (and later a consort of Ismail), learned only to read because teaching 
her to write would have been an “inducement to pen love letters.” 68 Emmaline Lott, 
governess to Ismail’s son Ibrahim, confirms that during her tenure in the mid-1860s, 
women learned to read, but none could write. 65 Records in the Periode Ismail series 
include letters written in the mid-late 1870s by Ismail’s daughters Melek and Zeinab, 
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as well as his niece Nazli. By the handwriting and mistakes, it appears that the letters 
were penned by the girls themselves, rather than a secretary. 70 By the time that Ellen 
Chennells arrived in the early 1870s, the harim curriculum included writing. She 
instructed Zeinab in English, French, and music. The princess also received more 
traditional instruction in Turkish and Arabic from elderly shaykhs. 

Nevertheless, the European instruction took precedence over the traditional cur¬ 
riculum. The royal family allowed Chennells first choice in scheduling, and the native 
masters were forced to work around her timetable. She continued to tutor Zeinab 
after marriage, and the princess convinced her to move into the harim. Chennells 
even extended her lessons into the Opera House. The English governess’s presence 
and influence upon the princess did not go unnoticed by the native masters, who 
refused to allow her to observe their lessons, nor by the slaves and eunuchs, who did 
not trust Europeans and resented the attention that Chennells received. 71 

The royal princesses were not the only residents of the harim receiving an edu¬ 
cation. It was not uncommon for the royal household to provide slaves with an 
education for a number of reasons. 72 First, many women were educated as musicians, 
dancers, comedians, and mimes for the purpose of entertaining the residents of the 
harim ? 3 Second, young slaves, both male and female, received instruction alongside 
free children in order to stir up scholarly competition. 74 The most intelligent slaves 
received a higher education and became secretaries. 75 Finally, these slaves might later 
provide well-educated, upper class men with suitably educated brides. In addition 
to the jewels already in her possession, slaves wishing to marry were provided with a 
proper husband, a trousseau, more jewelry, furnishings for her home, and sometimes 
a house, as part of her dowry. 76 Marrying the slaves of the royal family was considered 
an honor, and according to Princess Nazli, they continued to be offered protection 
after their marriage. 77 As more elite men began to receive European-style educations, 
the gulf between them and the remainder of the populace widened. At least for some 
of these men, it perhaps became more important for their consorts/wives to receive a 
similar sort of education. 78 

This education not only made the women of the imperial harim better suited 
to their husbands, but they also became more prepared to carry out their duties. 
Traditionally, Ottoman and Egyptian women of the upper class made significant 
contributions through their sponsorship of education, art, and architecture, as well as 
through their influence in politics. 79 Education undoubtedly made the women more 
aware of their contributions, and press coverage allowed literate men and women to 
follow their activities. 80 


Suez and the Spread of Western Consumption 

The activities of the women of Ismail’s harim form but one aspect of consumption in his 
homes. They followed the Khedive’s lead in adopting Western forms of consumption; 
however, they still maintained a number of traditional customs and styles. Similarly, 
though Ismail sought to impose new standards of consumption on the country as 
a whole, the transformation would remain incomplete. Although Ismail sought to 
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separate Egypt from Africa and reattach it to Europe, his intent was never to completely 
Europeanize all of Egypt and all Egyptians. He merely aimed at Europeanizing the 
capital, a number of port cities, and the upper class. Furthermore, only certain areas of 
Cairo were “Westernized,” and even within those districts certain traditions remained. 
Egypt’s agricultural districts were modernized only to the extent that would enable 
them to produce the wealth necessary to support consumption in the urban oases 
of Western civilization. Despite infrastructural improvements, the countryside could 
not support Ismail’s grandiose schemes. He continued his predecessor’s borrowing 
from European creditors, and he believed that those creditors would be influenced by 
the new patterns of consumption adopted in the large cities of the delta. 

Ismail sought not only a regal court and a majestic court life, he also desired a 
dazzling capital and a modern nation. He had visited Paris in 1867, attending the 
Exposition Universelle. Upon his return, he was eager to embark on a new crusade. In 
the short term he wanted to demonstrate Egypt’s dignity and civilization during the 
inaugural festivities of the Suez Canal; and in the long term, he sought a “remake” of 
the whole country. The Suez Canal project had begun under his predecessor Said, and 
it had taken ten years and 100,000 Egyptian lives to complete. In November of 1869, 
the waters of the Red Sea met the waters of the Mediterranean, and Ismail invited 
luminaries from around the globe to participate in the unprecedented celebrations. 81 
The festivities drew European royalty, as well as celebrated figures from the fields of 
diplomacy, business, science, academia, journalism, music, stage, art, and sports. 82 An 
invitation meant an all-expense paid (up to) two-month journey, including passage 
to Egypt, lodging and internal transportation, admission to all functions, transla¬ 
tors, food, and even personal expenses. 83 al-Rafai estimates that Ismail spent about 
£1,400,000, although this estimate appears conservative. 84 

Visitors partook in a whirlwind of tours and scores of marvelous parties. Edward 
Dicey describes a ball at a specially constructed palace on Lake Timsah where the 
“champagne flowed like water” and open tables remained for three days amidst a 
background of fireworks and traditional Bedouin processions. 85 Ismail hoped his 
visitors would leave with positive memories of Egypt; however, they saw only the Egypt 
that Ismail desired them to see. All outings and diversions were carefully orchestrated 
to achieve this result. 86 

Ismail wanted visitors to see the condition of the new streets, the orderliness of 
the towns, and the cleanliness of the nation. According to Timothy Mitchell, such 
things were an expression of the “intellectual orderliness” fundamental to the “political 
requirements” of the country. A number of government officials had visited Paris with 
Ismail in 1867, and they were profoundly influenced by the newly renovated capital. 
Among the Egyptian entourage was Ali Mubarak, a member of the rural nobility 
who had advanced in the bureaucracy through his skill, determination, and modern 
education. In his long tenure of service to the government, he served as an engineer, 
teacher, and administrator. Mubarak extended his visit to Paris in order to study the 
new layout of the city and its educational system. Upon his return, he was appointed 
Minister of Schools and Minister of Public Works. His long-term plan was to bring 
the order of Haussman’s Paris to Egypt. Nevertheless, the visitors for the inauguration 
of the Suez Canal would soon be arriving. Thus, it was necessary to expedite changes 
in the new port cities and in the most important quarters of the capital. A law for 
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ordering the streets of Cairo was proclaimed in order to facilitate preparations for the 
opening of the canal. Special attention was to be paid to the quarters of Ismailiyya 
and Azbakiyya. 87 

Ismailiyya, the quarter running from Azbakiyya gardens westward toward the 
Ismailiyya canal, was to be completely Europeanized. Before 1865 there had been 
little settlement in this undeveloped wasteland. The Khedives namesake was now to 
have streets laid out in grid fashion and illuminated by gas lamps, and its homes were 
to be served by running water. To expedite settlement, Ismail offered land to anyone 
who would build a suitable domicile, that is, one costing upwards of £2,000. The 
bigger and better the house and gardens, the larger the land grant. Ismail had two 
goals in mind with this plan: settle the area before visitors arrived and to attract new 
residents once the visitors arrived. 88 

Azbakiyya underwent a transformation as well, but rather than being an inno¬ 
vation, it was the continuation of a process underway since the time of the French 
invasion. 89 Azbakiyya was to be the hub of the new Cairo, the point from which the 
broad new streets radiated. Old buildings, structures, and alleys were demolished to 
make way for the new thoroughfares, mansions, and public buildings. The former 
home to the Ottoman aristocracy, the Egyptian religious bourgeoisie, and the Coptic 
community became a Europeanized quarter. Building owners and tenants were urged 
to sell and move out. As in Ismailiyya, some land was granted to those who would con¬ 
struct a suitable home. The neighborhood now boasted new shops and cafes, as well 
as a comedy theater and a rococo-styled Opera House. Azbakiyya square and its envi¬ 
rons were leveled and rebuilt with gardens, grottoes, and fountains. The Azbakiyya 
renovations were not complete by the time of the Suez opening; however, older struc¬ 
tures were whitewashed and the streets illuminated by gas lamps in preparation for 
the visitors. 90 

One of the grand events of the Suez inauguration was the opening, or rather pre¬ 
opening, of the Cairo Opera House. Ismail commissioned Italian architects Fasciotti 
and Rossi to build the new structure and Verdi, Europe’s premier opera composer, to 
write a work befitting the festivities. The Opera-House director Draneht Bey passed 
a note from Ismail to Verdi in which he wrote: 

In choosing you, dear Maestro, to be the composer of an opera whose action revolves 

in my state, I have realized my wish to create a national production which may become 

one of the most glorious memories of my reign. 9 ' 

Reluctant at first, Verdi finally agreed to compose the opera Aida in June of 1869. It 
served Ismail’s purposes well. Its form was entirely European and its content glorified 
Egypt—the ruler even collaborated with Verdi on the project. Mariette, the curator 
of the Egyptian Museum had written the story, based upon his research. Nevertheless, 
neither the finishing touches on the Opera House nor the opera Aida were ready in 
time for the opening. The building was far enough along to house a performance, but 
Rigoletto was performed instead. The true grand opening of the Opera House did not 
take place until late 1871. 92 

Ismail wanted Egypt’s visitors to view the country as a cultural and intellectual 
playground, of which the Opera House was just one part. The Egyptian Museum 
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had also been sponsored by the Khedive and special arrangements were made to 
aid the canal visitors. Ismail presented himself as more cognizant of the value of 
Egypt’s treasures than his predecessors, and early in his reign he commissioned a 
French Egyptologist, Mariette, to build an Egyptian Museum. 93 The original plan 
was to house the museum in Azbakiyya, a central and accessible location. However, 
to expedite the process for a rare 1863 visit from his cousin, the Sultan, the museum 
ended up in Bulaq. During the canal festivities, a special reception was held at the 
museum for the foreign dignitaries and visitors. 94 

By inviting Europe’s “A list,” carefully controlling the Egypt that they viewed, and 
bringing order to his country, Ismail hoped to raise world estimation of Egypt, glorify 
his reign, and attract further settlement and investment. Once the canal visitors left, 
the frenzied pace slowed, but the process did not stop. Ismail continued improvements 
in Cairo, applied the same method of organization to some of Egypt’s other major 
cities, and sponsored further intellectual and cultural development. It was also during 
this post-Suez era that he inaugurated the “new” marriages for his children. 

Ismail continued to bring order to Cairo by sustaining road construction and 
other public works, expanding public services and by extending the authority of the 
state into the lives of Cairo’s citizens. In the same way that he developed Ismailiyya, 
Abdin, and Azbakiyya as hubs for the new thoroughfares, Ismail created such centers 
around the mosque of Sayyida Zeinab, Ataba al-Khadra, Sultan Hasan, and Qasr 
al-Nil. He also developed a series of open squares, smaller versions of these, in the 
squares surrounding Azbakiyya (Opera and Khazindar), Bab al-Futuh, Bab al-Luq, 
Muhammad Ali, al-Azhar (Falaki), and at Birka al-Fil. Traffic and sanitation were 
improved by the development of a new series of bridges and canals, as well as the 
installation of a special police force to regulate traffic. After completing work on the 
Gezira and Giza palaces, he developed these neighborhoods as well. 95 A reorganization 
of the police force, penal reform, and the creation of a fire brigade all brought more 
order and discipline to the capital city. 96 

Improvements in and around Azbakiyya continued. The renovated park was offi¬ 
cially opened in 1872. Concessions included restaurants, cafes, music kiosks, a bar, 
a photographer, a theater, a shooting gallery a Chinese pavilion, an aquarium, pad¬ 
dle boats, booths for tobacco and toys, as well as various food stands, all of which 
were regulated by explicit government standards. The park offered both European 
and Eastern music in establishments subject to de facto segregation. The khedivial 
orchestra, consisting of both Eastern and European members, performed military 
music each evening. The park was accessible to all, at least in the morning. Afternoon 
visitors over the age of six were charged one Egyptian piastre. 97 

Prior to the completion of the Azbakiyya project, speculators jumped at the oppor¬ 
tunity to buy land in the surrounding area, the most expensive lots being in proximity 
to the Shepheard’s hotel. Azbakiyya had long been an elite neighborhood and this 
location smacked of power. Since its erection in 1797 it had served as the home of 
Alfi Bey Napoleon, Kleber, and Muhammad Ali, as well as the latter’s School of 
Languages. The neighborhood came to include a number of European consulates, the 
Cairo Stock Exchange, the most exclusive hotels, fashionable stores, and fine dining 
establishments. Azbakiyya continued to thrive long after the deposition of Ismail. An 
1896 guidebook describes the park as “well-kept... a very favorite place of resort” to 
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which “the inhabitant and visitors to Cairo owe a debt of gratitude to Ismail Pasha 
for forming this tasteful pleasure-ground.” 98 

Ismail may have created a small piece of paradise in the center of town, but it 
was accessible only to a few. The admission price, although not prohibitive, was not 
trifling either; and the masses probably could not afford the majority of activities, 
products, and services within the park. As for the surrounding neighborhoods, Ali 
Mubarak reports that by the end of Ismail’s reign, only 200 houses/mansions were 
built in the Westernized zone between Shubra and Ismailiyya. Only Europeans and 
the Europeanized upper class could afford these districts. The emerging bourgeoisie 
moved to new quarters to the north (Faggala, Zahir, and Abbasiyya), where less 
expensive versions of the new housing could be found. When the British arrived in 
1882, they created their colonial city within the grid pattern designed by Ismail." 

Cairo was not the only city to undergo municipal development. Other sizable 
delta towns and cities reorganized their streets, improved sanitation, increased public 
services, and created public parks. In particular, Alexandria with its large foreign 
contingent, underwent considerable change. 100 New streets and neighborhoods were 
planned, existing roads repaved and illuminated, its homes received running water, 
al-Nuzha park opened, and the port was renovated. 101 Nevertheless, these municipal 
improvements did not extend beyond the delta, nor did they extend beyond the largest 
cities within the delta. The sa c id (upper Egypt) and the rural regions of lower Egypt 
served to produce the wealth that allowed the larger cities to engage in new patterns 
of consumption. 102 

Ismail placed a high priority on linking these sites of consumption and production. 
Thus, he improved transportation and communication by increasing the railroad and 
telegraph networks and by bringing the postal system under government control. 
Under Ismail, the railroad administration was overhauled and the length of Egypt’s 
tracks increased from 245 to 1,085 miles. This increase reflected newlines both within 
the delta and from the delta to middle and upper Egypt. The patterns of development 
indicate an effort to move goods from the areas of production to the major ports, as 
well as an interest in connecting the urban centers of the delta. 103 As for the telegraph 
network, Ismail increased lines in both Egypt and the Sudan, concentrating mainly 
on the delta. At time of Said’s death there were only six short lines, and by 1876, there 
were 36 lines spanning 5,500 miles with 10,400 miles of wire. An English company 
provided lines that linked Egypt to Europe, India, Australia, and the Far East. 104 

Up until 1865, the postal service in Egypt had operated as a private concession. In 
late 1864 the government purchased the concession for £46,000 and hired the former 
owner to continue running the service. By the end of Ismail’s reign, the government 
had 210 post offices serving 67 towns and villages, including 15 in the Sudan, 5 
on the Red Sea, and 7 outside offices in the Levant. The increased railroad network 
facilitated greater service. There was at least one daily delivery between Alexandria, 
Cairo, and all the principal towns of the delta. Nevertheless, house to house service 
proved too difficult, and private boxes were necessary. In her recent study of Sudanese 
nationalism, Heather Sharkey cites the postal system as an “important” means of 
“nationalist exchange” allowing for “the cheap and increasingly quick distribution of 
books, periodicals, and letters.” 105 For women who were secluded, efficient postal 
service meant a much greater connection to larger intellectual and social currents. 
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Ismail continued to sponsor cultural and intellectual development. Egyptian 
historian Abd al-Rahman al-Rafai describes the age of Ismail as a musical renaissance, 
a time when more people listened to music and more forms of music were available 
for consumption. Ballet and opera were among the innovations of the period. 106 

Nevertheless, the impact of this musical renaissance on the population at large 
was really quite limited. Aside from the replacement of the mbaba with the violin in 
urban musical groups, and the concert hall as a new context for performance, few 
innovations made their way into popular music at that time. 107 

The Opera House had its official grand opening in December of 1871. Verdi’s 
Aida finally made it to the stage; and for the 750 fortunate individuals who garnered 
advanced tickets, it was an amazing event. 108 Samuel Selig De Kusel, a British official, 
attended the performance along with other European and Egyptian officials and 
the royal family, including women in latticed boxes. He noted that “ [t] his premier 
performance of Aida’ was simply perfect,” and indeed the entire evening “had been 
divine.” 109 

While the cost of the new opera house was relatively modest, the true expense 
came in the high salaries of the actors/actresses and the “unheard of magnifi¬ 
cence” in scenery and costume design. 110 Other theatrical performances took place 
at the Azbakiyya comedy theater, as well as the Zizinia and Alfieri theaters in 
Alexandria. 111 

Ismail continued his work on museums, libraries, and other educational institu¬ 
tions. In addition to the museum of Egyptian antiquities, Ismail began planning an 
Islamic museum in 1869. He hoped to collect important Arab and Islamic artifacts in 
this new museum, which did not open until the reign ofTawfiq. Ismail also sought to 
gather and preserve important books and manuscripts in a national library. In 1870 
he founded the Khedivial Library (later Dar al-Kutub) in Saray Darb al-Gamamiz to 
house this collection. Finally, Ismail’s gaze reached to the stars with a new observatory 
in Abbasiyya. 112 

During the age of Ismail, intellectual, cultural, and scientific societies flourished. 
Many of these societies received royal patronage, including the Khedivial Geographic 
Society, founded in 1875 for the purpose of studying the geography of Egypt and 
Africa with respect to Egypt’s industrial and commercial interests. While it met Ismail’s 
economic and cultural goals, it was a “grand and imitative gesture” “on the model of 
European institutes similarly devoted to the study of other cultures.” Few Egyptians 
participated in the lectures, either as speakers or listeners. 113 Similarly, Ismail provided 
financial support to L’Institut d’Egypte , the institution founded by Napoleon at the 
time of the French invasion. 114 

In this climate of cultural and artistic development, other institutions such as the 
press flourished. According to Abbas Kelidar, 


It became overtly politicised, giving expression to a ferment of new ideas in a style of 
Arabic prose which marked the introduction of modern journalism. The main preoccu¬ 
pations of writers and editors were political matters related to the movement of Islamic 
reform, the westernisation of Egyptian society and politics, as well as the question of 
Egyptian independence. Ismail’s headlong drive for the modernisation of Egyptian cul¬ 
ture, accompanied by the desire for the assertion of his independence from both the 
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Ottoman state and his European creditors ... provided fresh impetus for the growth and 
development of the press. 11 -’ 

Ismail offered both political and financial support for writers, encouraging many 
Arab writers to immigrate to Egypt. Furthermore, the ascension of Abdul Hamid II 
(r. 1876-1909) brought forth an era of repression and censorship in the Ottoman 
press, and many journalists relocated in Cairo or Alexandria. As Ismail took Egypt 
further down the road of Westernization and debt, the first opposition press devel¬ 
oped, particularly after government funding for journals withered away. 116 Egypt’s 
revolution in journalism arrived at the same time as those of communication and 
transportation, thereby increasing the magnitude of its significance. In his study of 
the socio-cultural origins of the Urabi movement, Juan Cole describes the change that 
took place over the course of Ismail’s reign. When he first came to power in 1863, 
there were no Arabic language newspapers and in the span of about twenty years, 
circulation of various newspapers rose into the tens of thousands. Furthermore, it 
was not just an increase in the numbers of readers, but there were substantial quali¬ 
tative changes in content. One need only compare the official gazette of 1863 to the 
more sophisticated publications of the late 1870s, which carried greater emphasis on 

foreign affairs, editorials, and cultural essays, as well as improved coverage of remote 

117 

provinces. 


Ismail’s Legacies and the Appearance of Monogamy 


Ismail brought great developments to Egypt; however, these came at a great cost. 
The Khedive never did anything halfway, embarking upon enormously expensive 
ventures that had little hope for immediate profit. 118 His aim was to increase the 
productive and intellectual capacities of the country by investing in bridges, canals, 
railroads, refineries, telegraph lines, and ports, as well as schools, newspapers, and 
cultural institutions. His personal expenditure combined with these lavish public 
works projects sunk Egypt into a vortex of continued loans and indebtedness that 
ultimately brought Anglo-French financial control, Ismail’s deposition, and the British 
occupation. The Khedive, who had been the darling of foreign dignitaries in 1863, had 
become the enemy of the bond-holding Europeans by the mid-1870s. By this point 
Ismail no longer had a blood relative as Sultan, nor was Abdul Hamid II sympathetic 
to Ismail’s designs. As Egypt neared bankruptcy, Ismail authorized the creation of 
the Caisse de la Dette Publique in 1876 and Dual Financial control shortly thereafter. 
By 1879 Egypt could not even pay the interest on its sizable debt. Ismail refused 
to cooperate fully with the European controllers, and they engineered his deposition 
“without the slightest qualms on the part of the Sultan and his government.” 119 Under 
the careful tutelage of the European powers, his son Tawfiq (r. 1879-92) took the 
reins of government. 120 

Despite Tawfiq’s image as a puppet, one imprint of his father remained, his creation 
as a “New Man” with a “New Woman” at his side. Ironically, despite his desire to 
present himself as a “New Man,” rumors regarding his origins tinged his reputation. 



The House, City, and Nation that Ismail Built 


27 


Even more humorous was the fact that his puppeteers were among those who contin¬ 
ued to propagate the stories regarding his father’s inability to control his passions in 
the presence of a nubile lower-order slave and having his way with her, resulting in the 
birth ofTawfiq. The fact that Ismail did not marry Tawfiq’s mother until the Sultan 
compelled him to do so (when he changed succession to primogeniture), fed grist to 
the rumor mill. 121 Regardless of his parentage, Tawfiq presented himself publicly as 
a bourgeois sovereign, with his attractive, intelligent, and beloved wife Amina at his 
side (although they traveled in segregated entourages). The Khediva Amina appears to 
have had popularity with Europeans, who noted her intelligence, as well as Egyptians, 
who endowed her with the title Mother of the Charitable because of her devotion 
and beneficence. 122 Building upon the work ofYunan Labib Rizq, Pollard has argued 
that “[m]onogamy had become the showpiece of modernity, and the public display 
ofTewfiq’s household very literally connected the shape and practices of his domicile 
to the building of the nation state.” 123 A nation of reformed families must start at 
the top. 

Tawfiq died unexpectedly in 1892, and he was succeeded by his teenaged son 
Abbas II (r. 1892-1914), named after his maternal great grandfather/paternal first 
cousin once removed. Where his father had been compliant and obsequious, Abbas II 
was exuberant and at times defiant. During his first meeting with Lord Cromer, the 
latter remarked that “the young Khedive is going to be very Egyptian.” 124 Abbas II 
wanted to follow his grandfather’s desire for independence and his father’s example of 
monogamy, or at least he wanted to appear to do so. In his memoirs, while indirectly 
chastising his father’s “errors,” he notes that Tawfiq’s great legacy was his monogamy, 
“in an ancient country with polygamous traditions.” 125 At the time of his ascension 
to the throne, the young Khedive was unmarried. It was his mother’s hope that he 
would marry a suitable Ottoman princess, and she worked to arrange the matter 
while vacationing in Istanbul. At the same time, she allowed him access to one of her 
slaves. Before an Ottoman marriage was brokered, he impregnated Iqbal Hanum and 
married her nine months after the birth of their first child (she would bear another five 
of his children). Abbas, however, being the New Man that he was, came to believe that 
Iqbal, a mere Circassian slave, was not a suitable companionate mate. Evidently, after 
a chance encounter with the sister of a schoolmate from the Theresianum (Countess) 
May Torok von Svendro, he experienced “real” love and married her. May changed 
her name to Djavidan Hanum, after her conversion to Islam. Nevertheless, it appears 
that Abbas was not divorced from Iqbal when he first married Djavidan Hanum and 
married her again more publicly after a legal divorce was secured. Ken Cuno suggests 
that these “unnecessary” efforts demonstrate the desire of the royal family to prove the 
soundness of their domestic lives to the “civilized” world . 126 Dj avidan’s upbringing did 
not mesh well with her restricted lifestyle. She was the “trophy wife” of the Khedive, 
yet it was not possible to appear in public at all venues with him. Thus, she was known 
to dress in men’s clothing and pretend to be part of her husband’s entourage. 127 Abbas’s 
marriage to Djavidan Hanum lasted until 1913. Rumor has it that he had returned 
from Paris that summer with a new love interest. While vacationing in Istanbul in 
1914, the British accused him of cavorting with the enemy and deposed him, in favor 
of his Uncle Husayn Kamil (r. 1914—17), a son of Ismail, thus breaking the line of 
primogeniture. 128 The British invested Husayn with the title Sultan, and he proved 
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to be a more compliant ruler than his nephew. Like his predecessor, he too engaged in 
a veneer of monogamy, or what might be termed serial monogamy. 129 This pattern, 
followed by Fuad (r. 1917-36), involved a first marriage to a “royal” followed by 
marriage to a commoner—in addition to other liaisons. As the days of slavery waned, 
mistresses replaced concubines. Nevertheless, the ruling family desired to put forth 
the appearance of monogamy for the benefit of the British and the rest of the world. 


Conclusion 


It is indeed ironic that a man with fourteen wives/consorts would leave an imprint 
of monogamy on the ruling family. While he was unable to attach Egypt to Europe, 
he was able to convince his successors of the need to act like (or at least project the 
appearance of) European royalty. Many of Ismail’s other projects were abandoned 
or scaled back; however, some advances remained, including the growth of Egyptian 
participation in the bureaucracy, which was fueled by the expansion of education and 
the increased use of the Arabic language in government. 



Chapter 3 


Patterns of Urban Consumption and 
Development, 1879-1922 


The new ideas, products, gadgets, and services that Ismail brought to his home(s) 
spread to the upper classes over the course of the last decades of the nineteenth century. 
The foreign community in Egypt served as the channel and pacesetter for the new styles 
of consumption. 1 Large numbers of foreigners began to reside in Egypt during the 
reign of Said. About half were Greeks, who came to take advantage of the Capitulations 
established late in the reign of Muhammad Ali. Up till the British occupation, Italians 
and French dominated the remaining half of the foreign community. At the end of 
Muhammad Ali’s reign, there were only about 3,000 European residents in Egypt. 
By the end of Ismail’s reign the number had reached 70,000; and by the time of the 
British occupation, the foreign community numbered 90,000. 2 These residents were 
clustered mainly in Cairo and Alexandria, and to a lesser extent in other port cities 
of the delta. According to the census of 1907, the number of Europeans resident in 
Egypt had reached 147,000. 5 


Social Life in Cairo and Alexandria 

There were two types of Europeans in Egypt: the permanent and the temporary. The 
(semi)permanent residents had business or government-related interests in Egypt. 
This group ranged from foreign diplomats and businessmen to school teachers and 
actresses. The second category of Europeans came as visitors, some of whom came 
annually for “the season” and others who merely stopped en route to adventures further 
to the south or the east. 

Temporary visitors sought lodging in the collection of exclusive hotels centered 
around Azbakiyya gardens and Ismailiyya or in therapeutic accommodations at the 
spas and resorts of Cairo and Helwan. By the turn of the century, even second-class 
hotels in the capital had modern conveniences such as electric lights and baths. First- 
rate hotels, such as the Shepheard’s, boasted these amenities and more, including 
steam laundry elevators, telegraph service, billiard halls, libraries, restaurants, cafes, 
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and taverns. Many visitors came to Egypt during the winter months to escape the 
cold and/or to seek therapy for illnesses such as tuberculosis. The leading hotels all 
advertised their cleanliness, the advantages of their location, and their modernity. 4 

Hotels served as the meeting ground between the temporary and permanent 
Europeans in Egypt, as well as between these two groups and the Egyptian elite. 
They housed three mainstays of the European community: drinking, fine dining, and 
dancing. All of the principal hotels held weekly balls throughout the season, each 
on a different night of the week. According to one British official, no other place 
brought “the art of hotel dances ... to such perfection.” Another described them as 
“the leading feature of our society...” Here the Italian explorer could exchange banter 
and drinks with the British official, the French actress flirt with the Greek merchant, 
and the young pasha dance with the visiting German heiress. 5 

Hotels were quite the center of fashion. A 1914 guidebook warns travelers that 
at “the leading hotels ... evening dress is de rigueur ,” while a 1909 guide reminds 
visitors that “Cairo is quite as fashionable, from the point of view of dress as a 
European capital, and affords plenty of occasions for wearing smart clothes.” 6 Addi¬ 
tionally, these guides inform travelers of the availability of fine stores in Cairo. Earlier 
guides recommend that travelers bring more gear, while these later guides reflect 
Egypt’s incorporation into an economic and cultural world economy. According 
to Nancy Mickelwright, foreign women played a key role in fashion transmis¬ 
sion, providing journals, patterns, and stores. 7 It should be noted that in many 
areas of the Empire up through the seventeenth century, European visitors adopted 
Ottoman dress to “avoid offending Muslim sensibilities.” In other words, up till 
the eighteenth century, opportunities for observing European dress were limited 
and varied according to location. During the nineteenth century such opportuni¬ 
ties increased with the arrival of more foreigners, as well as the Tanzimat reforms, 
which encouraged changes in dress. 8 Furthermore, new technologies such as photog¬ 
raphy, the sewing machine, and the printing press helped spread these changes more 
rapidly. 

As previously discussed, the royal family was quick to pick up on new fashion 
trends. The upper class rapidly followed suit. Bayard Taylor had visited Egypt in 1852 
and returned in 1874. He was shocked to find unveiled ladies riding in open carriages, 
and veils that uncovered more of the face. 9 Turn-of-the-century women’s magazines 
depict Western styles, ranging from the Victorian to the flapper. 10 Nevertheless, most 
pictures outside the home depict women of the lower classes in the milaya [sheet¬ 
like wrap] and the bnrqu c [long veil covering the face from the nose down], and 
women of the upper classes in the habara [black wrap covering the hair, clothing, 
and hands] and yashmak [Turkish facial veil]. 11 Only upper-class women could afford 
the new clothing, yet they still necessitated traditional garments of modesty when 
in public view. 12 Meanwhile, upper-class men abandoned their robes and turbans in 
favor of the frock coat and tarbush , 13 A British official described the clothing of an 
elite official: he was donning a tarbush, a “pink satin tie with a pearl pin, a brocade 
waistcoat,... braided frock coat, ... grey ... trousers, and yellow leather spring-side 
boots.” Complementing his outfit were lavender kid gloves, a walking cane, a gold 
cigarette holder, and the strong scent of perfume. 14 Obviously, men of the upper class 
were as susceptible as women to new forms of fashion, even at the expense of comfort. 
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Notably he was seen smoking a cigarette, a symbolic acceptance of a new pace of life 
and era of reform in Egypt. 15 

European residents of Cairo and Alexandria set the social standard for the upper 
class. In addition to the attractions of the hotels, Europeans looked to their elite 
sporting clubs, the Opera House, theaters, cafes, bars, and gaming rooms for diver¬ 
sion. An 1867 guidebook lists no sporting clubs; however, by 1896 there were 
four in Cairo and four in Alexandria. By creating such institutions, the foreign¬ 
ers were able to distinguish themselves socially and create a European haven within 
their foreign surroundings. Like the clubs of Europe, they sought to preserve their 
homogeneity by subjecting aspirants to rigorous entrance procedures. Furthermore, 
through high membership fees and annual dues, the elite sought to keep outsiders 
and substandard members of their class out. Some clubs even allowed elite Egyptians 
to join. 16 

Club life punctuated the daily activities of the European community. In a single 
day, a member might go to the club for breakfast, return in the mid-afternoon for a 
game of golf, and come back a third time in the evening for pre-dinner cocktails. Even 
in the heat of summer and the winds of the khamsin, Europeans managed to play golf 
and tennis, for these activities linked different segments of the elite together. One 
British official marveled at the thought that any soldiering got done in the morning, 
given afternoon sports and the evening dances. 17 

Sporting clubs gave rise to a host of others: social, scientific, literary, and artistic. 
Eventually, these clubs spread to the Egyptian aristocracy. These organizations set 
standards for Egyptian members and sought out key foreigners who were admitted 
to enhance the status of the organization. 18 The notion of such organizations was 
so new to Egyptians, that in an 1894 announcement for a new club in Cairo, the 
transliterated word “club” appeared in parentheses after the word nadinP As clubs 
and societies spread among upper-class and upper middle-class men, women began 
to see the utility of such organizations. 20 

The Cairo Opera House remained a mainstay of the elite social circuit, and it 
continued to receive government support. 21 It sponsored improvement projects, paid 
annual subventions, and sought out quality performers and directors. 22 During the 
high season, the Opera House usually engaged a French or Italian company. Its 
popularity meant that good seats were hard to obtain. In Alexandria, some of the 
theaters housed operatic performances during the winter. 2 ” 

The number of theaters in Cairo and Alexandria continued to grow as the popular¬ 
ity of theatrical performances increased. Theaters sought to engage reputable French 
and Italian companies for the high season, whereas earlier, they settled for European 
amateurs. 24 Nevertheless, Europeans sometimes complained about the quality. 25 The 
better theaters also housed popular acts. For example, in 1897 the Azbakiyya theater 
rented space to a Mr. Richard who could heal the crippled, blind, and deaf by means 
of electricity. 26 The theaters also began to cater to Egyptians with theater troops from 
Syria and Lebanon. 27 By the early twentieth century there were theater choices for 
those on more modest budgets. Rud al-Farag in Shubra developed into an arena that 
even the aspiring effendiyya could afford. Similarly, performers who got their start 
in this district might move on to the more prestigious theaters clustered around the 
Imad al-Din and Azbakiyya districts. 28 
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Egypt’s European residents and the upper class created a demand for increasing 
numbers of restaurants, cafes, bars, and gaming halls with such establishments growing 
more than threefold in the last decade of the nineteenth century. 29 Europeans found 
other, seamy pleasures in the European prostitute quarter, the Fish Market, just north 
of Azbakiyya gardens. 30 The native quarter was located nearby in Midan al-Wasaa. 
It should be noted, however, that neither district was exclusive with respect to both 
patrons and clients. 31 In Alexandria, the brothels located on Seven Sisters Street 
serviced the needs of British soldiers. 32 While prostitution was certainly not new to 
Cairo or Alexandria, the increasing number of male foreigners helped to increase 
demand for male and female “dancers” (prostitutes). 33 

Museums and libraries remained a source of interest for the European community 
and greater numbers of Egyptians. The Egyptian Museum moved from its location 
in Bulaq to Ismail’s Giza palace in 1889. Although the new building was more sump¬ 
tuous, it made access more difficult. In an effort to attract more visitors to the Giza 
location, the museum allowed visitors to enter free of charge from April 18, 1896 to 
October 15, 1896. Nevertheless, by this point the government had received so many 
complaints that it had already decided to build a new museum in a more central 
location, next to Qasr al-Nil. Although the museum, which opened in 1902, catered 
mainly to foreigners/tourists, it did represent a national cause, and thus the desire to 
make it more accessible. 34 

In 1904, the Islamic Museum and the Khedivial Library were combined in a single 
building. The new building, costing £66,000, aroused condemnation by Egyptians 
due to the expense. Despite the initial criticism, the majority of the library’s visitors 
were Egyptians. The library housed both Arabic and European language texts, which 
numbered over 70,000 volumes by 1909. There was also an attempt to create a 
patriotic library, exclusively for Egyptian authors. The library received little patronage, 
perhaps owing to its half a piastre admission price. The books were then donated to 
the Khedivial Library. 35 

The new parks, gardens, and grottoes common to Azbakiyya and Ismailiyya spread 
to the new middle-class suburbs in the last decades of the nineteenth century and the 
early decades of the twentieth century. Creating public parks was thought to bring 
harmony, order, and hygiene to the cities. 36 Moreover, for officials with ties to the 
countryside, gardens offered a respite from the rigors of urban life. The new parks were 
the sites of concerts, cafes, al-fresco theater, as well as traditional street performances. 
The fancier parks sought to capitalize on the modern, the unique, and the amazing. 
For example, the horned man came to Azbakiyya and received coverage in the press. 37 
Nevertheless, more conventional activities took place at the parks as well: flower shows, 
photo exhibitions, and cultural expositions. 38 

Many of these activities still remained beyond the reach of the masses. The two- 
piastre admission price for the horned man in 1892 was as much as the admission to 
the zoo in 1904. The government deemed this fee too excessive, and in an effort to 
make the zoo more accessible, the price was reduced to half a piastre. The revenues 
from the zoo did not decline significantly because of the increased traffic. In 1908, 
the home economics section of al-muqtataf ran an article about the utility of taking 
children to the zoo and other exhibitions, pointing out that the entrance fee was 
“trivial,” at least for the readership of this publication. 39 Although the zoo opened to 
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the public 12 years after his deposition, it was Ismail who was responsible for creating 
the landscaping, and his menagerie provided the initial inhabitants of the zoo. In 
1878, Ismail’s collection numbered about 600, and by 1909 the zoo collection had 
grown to almost 1,400 animals representing 387 species. 40 

New discoveries brought both technological developments and new pastimes to 
Egypt. The advent of electricity helped to bring about many changes, although the 
cost in Egypt was much higher than in other countries. The scientific press heralded 
electricity as the greatest new wonder, capable of heating homes, hunting fish, col¬ 
oring cheeks, providing lighting for surgery, and creating a servant-less household. 41 
Electricity also brought motion pictures to Egypt just before the turn of the twentieth 
century. The first cinema opened in 1906; however, movie theaters did not begin 
to spread until the 1920s, and the first truly Egyptian film enterprises did not begin 
until the 1930s. Film helped to disseminate many significant events in Egyptian 
nationalist history, for example, the funeral procession of Mustapha Kamil and Saad 
Zaghlul’s return to Egypt. 42 The press praised the advances of cinematography in 
the West and described ways in which motion pictures could be used to enhance 
everyday life through newsreels, lessons, and stories. 43 Nevertheless, access to the 
masses remained limited. One barrier was language; however, translations began in 
1912. By then cinemas had moved into middle-class suburbs, such as Zahir, Shubra, 
and al-Husayn. Prices, even for first-class theaters, were generally less than half of 
those for live performances. 44 Cheaper versions of the moving pictures could be 
found in inexpensive stereoscopes and the traveling “window on the world” (.sanduq 
al-dunyd) , 45 

Egyptians of the middle and upper classes engaged in a lifestyle that was relatively 
sedentary compared to that of the peasant or the factory worker. Exercise became 
trendy as people became more aware of the dangers of a sedentary lifestyle. Both 
men and women were encouraged to exercise, and physical education became part 
of the curriculum in the primary and secondary schools at the turn of the century. 
New inventions like the bicycle offered Egyptians further means of exercise, though 
articles usually pointed out the simplicity and benefits of walking. 46 


Urban Developments: Municipal Improvements, Mass 
Transit, and the Suburbs 


While the social and cultural activities sponsored by Ismail spread quickly, the pace of 
other advancements proceeded more slowly. Municipal improvements in the principal 
cities of the delta included the acquisition of land for public use, widening and paving 
streets, the expansion of public utilities, and the continued reform of the police, pris¬ 
ons, court system, and fire brigade. Greater order came to Cairo and Alexandria with 
a new system for numbering streets and homes. 47 Nevertheless, such developments 
remained limited to the large cities of the delta, with Cairo and Alexandria receiving 
the lion’s share of the improvements. This process reinforced the notion of the city as 
the site of consumption and the countryside as the site of production. 
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The single most important transformation in Cairo at the turn of the century 
was its expansion to the north and northeast, made possible by the spread of public 
transportation. According to Abu-Lughod this development could not have taken 
place without the open squares and new thoroughfares laid out during the age of 
Ismail. During a period of about 20 years, from 1897-1917, Cairo was able to triple 
its area without increasing the time that it takes to travel from the most distant region 
to the center of town. An important step in this process was filling in the khalij 
[canal] and creating a centrally located north-south artery. 48 Cairo and Alexandria’s 
first tramway lines opened in 1896 and 1897, respectively. 49 

Not surprisingly, the owner of the first tramline concession, Baron Empain, was 
also the founder of the suburb of Heliopolis. Speculation and development followed 
the path of the tramway, and land values soared. 50 The relatively barren suburb of 
Abbasiyya blossomed and the desert oasis of “New Egypt” (Heliopolis) flourished 
with the opening of the new tramlines. Abbasiyya was the namesake of the Abbas I, 
who facilitated the region’s initial development by building a palace there, improving 
the road to Cairo, relocating military barracks there, and forcing amirs to construct 
villas in the district. Said, in an effort to discredit his predecessor, obstructed the 
development by moving the military barracks to Qasr al-Nil, on the site of his sister 
Nazli’s palace. 51 Said’s efforts were initially successful. An 1867 guidebook refers 

to Abbasiyya as a “miserable memorial of the wish... of its founder to ennoble his 
”52 

name.... 

Ismail, like other nobles, had built a palace in Abbasiyya (Saray al-Hamra). He 
constructed another, al-Zaafaran where he initially intended to reside, but he decided 
to build a new palace (Abdin) that fit his developmental plans for Cairo. Another aspect 
of Ismail’s plans for Cairo meant moving the military barracks back to Abbasiyya, 
which made sense given the area’s isolation and utility for training exercises. 55 Thus, 
the quarter did not remain uninhabited. Furthermore, Ismail constructed al-Qubba 
palace for Tawfiq just north of Abbasiyya, which helped to sustain the district. 

It was not until the tramway reached Abbasiyya in 1896 that the neighborhood 
became more desirable as a residential area. The tramway, which ran along Sharia 
al-Abbasiyya, served to separate the eastern district with upper-class villas and man¬ 
sions and the western district with middle-class and upper-middle-class houses. 54 The 
tramway brought growth to Abbasiyya and beyond. Wealthy merchants moved from 
the Old City into new mansions in Abbasiyya, and speculators jumped at the oppor¬ 
tunity to buy land at the end of the line for casinos and resorts. In 1905 a group of 
financiers created the Oasis Company to continue development beyond Abbasiyya 
into Heliopolis. The idea was to create a European-style garden satellite town in the 
middle of the desert. The company was able to purchase what was viewed as valueless 
land for one Egyptian pound per acre. 55 By 1909 Abbasiyya and Heliopolis were 
connected by both a modern road and an electric tram. The “oasis” already contained 
80 villas and shops, a hotel, and a casino. 

Within another five years further developments took place. A 1914 guidebook 
describes Heliopolis as a suburb for British officials and a health resort “laid out on 
an ambitious scale.” 56 Foreign interests ran high in Heliopolis, although it could 
not be defined as a European town. While its European population by 1925 was 
considerable, it did not exceed 20 percent. Given these circumstances its foreign¬ 
ness was highlighted by its architecture and layout, including a large cathedral, the 
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Heliopolis Palace Hotel, the racecourse, and Luna Park. Furthermore its tramway lines 
received preferential treatment . 57 A 1922 cartoon in al-lata’if al-musawwara depicts 
the Minister of Transportation booting a female Helwan down a flight of steps and 
uttering a triple divorce oath while a coy Heliopolis looks on. The text of the cartoon 
implicates foreign interests by pointing out the “luck” of foreign companies in Egypt 
(see figure 3.1). Other targets for criticism of the tramway included crowding, safety, 
and planning . 58 

Another significant aspect of the growth of Cairo and its transportation system 
was the spread of bridges connecting eastern and western Cairo, allowing for the 
development of Gezira and Roda. Once again, the origins date back to the reign of 
Ismail and his construction of the Qasr al-Nil bridge. By 1914 there were three routes 
connecting eastern and western Cairo. Garden City, on the east bank of the Nile, was 
one of the areas to benefit from these changes. Ironically, it shared few characteristics 
with its European namesakes, which contained modest and affordable housing. In 
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Egypt the area became the headquarters for the British occupation, filled with ornate 
villas and mansions. 59 

The new roads and bridges that allowed Cairo’s tramway to expand also helped 
to improve other forms of transportation. Now there was room for horse-drawn car¬ 
riages, the omnibus, and even a few automobiles. Carriages, in the early nineteenth 
century, had been a royal privilege; however, by the reign of Ismail, ownership filtered 
into the upper classes and private carriages were available for hire. 60 As Toledano 
points out, carriages offered the utility of “separation” from the noise, dust, dirt, 
and smell of the street. Horses, the traditional marker between the ruling elite and 
the masses, provided only distance. 61 By the turn of the century, donkeys, the tra¬ 
ditional transportation for Cairenes, were being used less frequently, particularly by 
Europeans and the upper classes. 62 Omnibuses helped to supplement the new transit 
system. Although the car arrived in Egypt shortly after the turn of the century, the 
high cost of purchase and maintenance made it less accessible than other forms of 
transportation. 

Cairo’s expansive growth at the turn of the century and the development of mass 
transit allowed the emerging bourgeoisie to settle in the suburbs of Zahir, Faggala, 
Abbasiyya, and the like. Here they could create less expensive versions of the new hous¬ 
ing styles and avail themselves of the new public services. According to Tamraz, “the 
design, foundation, and facade of the buildings [we] re in most respects European, 
but... the uncompromising steadfastness of the traditional screen [mashrabiyya]” 
served to preserve traditional standards of segregation and privacy. 65 The housing 
styles of Azbakiyya and Ismailiyya were slowly seeping into the middle class. Pub¬ 
lic utilities and improvements had spread to the new suburbs, although the process 
was often lengthy and incomplete. 4 Nevertheless, life in the suburbs approached 
the splendor of life in the chic neighborhoods relative to the remainder of the 
country. 


The New Home 


In the eighteenth century, the aristocratic mamluk home had great significance. It 
was both a symbol of conspicuous consumption and a seat of power. 65 Over the 
course of the nineteenth century, as the seat of power moved away from amiral 
households and into a centralized state, such residences became anachronistic. As 
discussed in chapter 2, Muhammad Ali promoted southern European architectural 
styles, eschewing the old mamluk style. Thus, the changes in architectural style 
reflect not only changing tastes, but also changing relations of power. Although 
the spread of these new styles took some time, by the mid-nineteenth century the 
Constantinopolitan, with its flat roof and high narrow windows, became the house 
of choice for Cairo’s elite. Rather than employing the traditional mashrabiyya, these 
new homes utilized high walls and gates for privacy. 66 Furthermore, it was no longer 
necessary to house private armies of mamluks. Muhammad Ali and his top offi¬ 
cials together held about 1,610 mamluks, of which 500 were the Viceroy’s alone. 
In contrast, Ibrahim had only 300 and Abbas, 150. The latter did not allow his 
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uncle and heir apparent Said to maintain mamluks. 67 Thus, where the great house¬ 
holds of the Ottoman age emerged around such groupings, by the mid-nineteenth 
century, they had disappeared and new forms of housing represented these changes. 
At about the same time, legislation passed both in the Ottoman Empire and in 
Egypt to abolish the slave trade. 68 Furthermore, new types of marriages took place 
as the male, and later female, slave trade ended. The old (and new) Turkish-speaking 
Ottoman elite began marrying the sons and daughters of the landed Egyptian elite (see 
chapter 5). 

The redistribution of power in Egypt, the expansion of new neighborhoods, the 
growth of the urban middle class, and the spread of the new architectural styles, 
allowed greater numbers of Egyptians to utilize their homes as a venue for conspicuous 
consumption. No longer would distinction come from imposing fortress-style homes 
owned by a handful of the elite. The new home would now gain its distinction 

from its location and facade, its proper divisions, and the furnishings chosen for its 

69 

interior. 

Previously, the location, style, and materials of the home had been important 
factors; however, the idea of dividing the house and having rooms with fixed functions 
and furnishings was new. Aside from rooms set aside for visitors (male and female), as 
well as the kitchen and bath, rooms in a mamluk-style home had great permeability 
and flexibility. Any room could be used for sitting, sleeping, or dining by simply 
arranging or rearranging cushions, mattresses, and trays. 70 

With respect to the role of the woman in the home, it is clear that women were not 
the slovenly odalisques portrayed by Western travelers. Nevertheless, evidence as to 
what role they played in buying for the home has been extrapolated backwards from 
the nineteenth century. 71 Even if the role were not new for elite women, growing 
numbers of middle-class women began to serve as the arbiters of taste and function 
in their new homes. Whereas individual amiral households had previously been the 
seats of power, now urban homes were building blocks of the nation. To furnish their 
homes and to make life easier, Egyptians were exposed to new stores, products, and 
services. Department stores offered a wide variety of goods, including standardized 
textiles, shoes, furniture, appliances, and even foods. 72 

Wealthy urban women, who had formerly been at the mercy of dallalas and tailors, 
could now embark on a whole new world of comparison shopping. 77 The dallala was a 
female trader who supplied secluded women with textiles, jewelry, and other personal 
items. 7-1 These women, who continued to function in the early twentieth century, were 
either independent traders or brokers for male traders, some of whom worked for their 
husbands. While dallalas were active in introducing women to new (imported) luxury 
goods, the selection was bound to be limited. 75 Furthermore, prices were likely to 
be high. 76 


Linking the Sites of Production and Consumption 


Just as Cairo had become a smaller place with reference to the length of time needed to 
traverse the city, so too had Egypt become a smaller nation. The expansion of railroad 
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and telegraph networks and the advent of the telephone brought Egyptians closer 
together. By 1914, Egypt had 1,634 miles of state-controlled railroad. In particular, 
links between agricultural centers in the delta and Middle Egypt grew. According to 
Robert Tignor, the primary aim was “to enable Egypt to move goods easily within the 
country and ultimately to export some of the products overseas,” and secondarily, to 
allow for the “movement of populations on a vaster scale than had existed previously.” 
These changes linked the peasant to his district capital, enabling him to take advantages 
of modern services. 77 Nevertheless, Tignor offers no evidence as to what percentage 
of the new lines were used for freight, passengers, or both. 

The postal system advanced, and telegraph and telephone lines multiplied. By the 
outbreak of World War I, Egypt had nearly 2,000 post offices, and the government 
had initiated service to more remote areas. The telephone arrived in Egypt in 1884; 
and by 1898, the telephone company had agents in Cairo, Alexandria, Port Said, 
Suez, Assiut, and Mansura. 78 By 1900, advertisements for stores, companies, and 
even doctors, began to list their phone number in addition to their address. The areas 
of mass production were now easily linked to the areas of mass consumption. With 
these changes in networks of communication, the “New Woman” did not necessarily 
have to reside in Cairo or Alexandria. 


Critique of the New Patterns of Consumption 


The response by both Egyptians and foreigners to these changing patterns in con¬ 
sumption was not wholeheartedly positive, particularly for Egyptians with vested 
interests in traditional patterns of consumption and Westerners seeking an exotic 
oasis. Although Western guidebooks touted the developments that had taken place, 
many European travelers and officials lamented the changes, particularly in Cairo. 79 
Edwin de Leon bemoaned the fact that by the mid-1870s it was not just Azbakiyya 
that had European-style homes. Throughout Cairo he saw “square, formal, uniform, 
hideous-looking imitations of the ugliest architecture in the world replacing the most 
picturesque if not the most comfortable.. . ,” 80 The new Egypt no longer fit the 
stereotypical exotic image. 

Egyptians themselves were often quite disparaging of the changes that took place 
over the course of the last four decades of the nineteenth century. Perhaps one 
of the most interesting critiques comes to us in the form of a story. Muhammad 
al-Muwaylihi’s hadith c Isa ibn Hisham is an amusing Rip Van Winklesque story of 
a Pasha from the days of Muhammad Ali who rises from the dead in the last years 
of the nineteenth century. The Pasha emerges from his grave and finds a writer, Isa 
Ibn Hisham, wandering through the tombs in order to get inspiration for his writing. 
Once Isa recovers from the shock of seeing a man rise from the dead, he attempts 
to help the Pasha. The Pasha does not understand why Isa does not know the exact 
location of his house, given the prominence of his family. Isa explains that “houses 
are not identified by their owner, rather [they are known] by their streets, alleys, 
and addresses.” 81 This interaction is the first in a series of disturbing revelations for 
the revived Pasha. The two protagonists have a series of adventures that lead them 
through the revamped police system, the new courts, the new neighborhoods, the 
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new professions, and even the new clubs. Muwaylihi uses the Pasha’s astonishment 
over the changes and Isa’s explanations as a mechanism for criticizing the adoption 
of Western clothing, habits, and customs. Nevertheless, sometimes Muwaylihi takes 
a neutral or positive stance with respect to the adoption of certain Westernisms, for 
example, newspapers, which he explains are a Western importation that has been 
adapted to the needs of the country. 82 

Muwaylihi came from a family of wealthy Hejazi textile traders, who had benefited 
from the Red Sea trading boom of the eighteenth century. His branch of the family 
moved to Egypt in the early nineteenth century and established ties with the ruling 
family. The fortunes of the Muwaylihis waned as European economic dominance 
grew, and his family actively opposed European financial control. 83 Thus, it is not 
surprising that Muwaylihi would be such a vehement critic of the changing patterns 
of consumption. 

The nationalist, scientific, popular, and women’s press also contained articles cri¬ 
tiquing the new patterns of consumption in general, and women’s relationship to 
these changing patterns, in particular. The thrust of these critiques was not to avoid 
imitating the West altogether, but rather that Easterners should adopt only that which 
is in harmony with their morals and disposition. The targets for criticism included 
clothing, health/beauty products, foods and beverages, transportation, amusements, 
the home, stores, and the moral order (or lack thereof) resulting from the adoption 
of these habits. Interestingly enough, the critics sometimes even translated articles 
from the West in order to critique Western habits. 

Critics of the changing patterns disliked Western clothing because of its inappro¬ 
priateness for the East, its health hazards, and its lack of modesty. Numerous articles 
appeared regarding the dangers of the corset and other articles of Western clothing. 
In an article from Nineteenth Century, reprinted in the home economics section of 
al-muqtataf, the author critiqued the practice of wearing clothes that restrict the body, 
for example, corsets and gloves, and other dangerous practices, such as the braiding 
of hair, which restrict growth and movement. 84 

Others argued that Egyptian women do not get to show off their clothing, and 
they lack the finances to follow the fashions of the West: “Those who educate the 
daughters of the wealthy and the middle class must firmly establish in their minds that 
they cannot follow the new fashions except with great loss to their country.” 85 Still 
others critiqued the inappropriateness of Western practices for the East, for example, 
taking off one’s overcoat in Egypt where temperatures inside the house are as cold 
as, if not colder than, the outside. 86 Obviously, the writer is referring to Western 
architectural styles that retain the heat and the cold, rather than traditional styles 
that allow for greater ventilation. Finally, in 1923, Egyptians were at least partially 
vindicated when Westerners, influenced by the excavation of King Tut’s tomb, began 
wearing pharaonic-style clothing. 87 

Nevertheless, the most vehement criticism of Western clothing came from those 
who feared a breakdown of the moral order as evidenced by women wearing immodest 
clothing. 88 Ihab Effendi Khulussy, one of the cartoonists for al-lata’ifal-musawwara, 
frequently used this topic as a subject for satire. In a cartoon appearing in 1919, he 
represented the woman of yesterday and tomorrow (see figure 3.2). The picture depicts 
a woman cloaked in black from head to toe with an opaque yashmak, and within her, 
a younger woman clad in a Western, knee-length dress and stiletto heels, with a small 
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Figure 3.2 Yesterday and tomorrow 

Source : al-lataif al-muiciwwara. 

veil and translucent yashmak. At first glance it might appear as though the author is 
trying to say that lurking within every traditional woman is a modern woman waiting 
to emerge. A more careful examination of both the cartoon and its caption reveal a 
different message. The traditional woman is larger and stronger than the frail wisp 
of a hunch-backed woman within her. The caption informs the reader that there is a 
great difference between the Egyptian woman of the past and her granddaughter, the 
woman of tomorrow, who exceeds the bounds of Europeanization and adornment. 89 
In another cartoon, appearing in the same year, Khulussy points out the dangers of 
such dress. A gentleman clad in a suit and tarbush and his male companion in a 
speeding automobile, strain to catch a glimpse of an immodest beauty and run over 
an innocent man in the process. Khulussy points out that this type of dress creates 
two problems: undignified ogling and car accidents. 90 Not surprisingly, both of these 
cartoons appeared in the wake of the 1919 Revolution, a time when women took to 
the streets to protest British rule (see chapter 5). 

Women were not alone in copying the fashion trends of the West, and critics like 
Muwaylihi satirized new styles of dress for men.While at the courthouse, the Pasha 
and Isa overhear a conversation between two fashion-conscious attorneys. One asks 
the other where he bought his tie, to which the second responds, “it came from my 
tailor in Paris with my other clothes, and it is the latest style.” 91 A cartoon from 1922 
entitled “The New Egyptian Fashion” highlights the bizarre mixing of Eastern and 
Western styles of clothing. In it we see a cigarette-smoking man clad in a collarless 
frock coat with sleeves that flare at the bottom and pants that are flared at the top. 
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Figure 3.3 The new Egyptian fashion 

Source-, al-lataif al-musaivivara. 

The outfit is complemented by a tarbush with a sunbrim and pointed shoes with spats 
(see figure 3.3). 92 

Critics also attacked the influx of Western medicines and health/beauty products. 
Articles in the home economics section of al-muqtataf encouraged women to steer 
clear of foreign products and to use what nature has given them. An article on powder 
warns women that toxic ingredients are mixed with powders and that grinding local 
cornstarch is better than using foreign substances. Another article, entitled “Water 
and Soap Is Not Rouge and Cremes”, concludes by urging women to stop using 
dangerous compounds and to use the best cosmetics in the world: health, fitness, 
hygiene, and morals. 93 

Once again women were not alone in buying these new products. Turn-of- 
the-century advertisements for health/beauty products tended to target both men 
and women. Furthermore, as Elizabeth Frierson has argued in the Ottoman context, 
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many were inclined to believe in the “efficacy of western science” and products thereof, 
at the expense of their budgets and traditional cures. 94 Such naivete made users easy 
targets for caricatures. A 1922 cartoon from al-latdif al-musawivara demonstrates 
these trends in a series of three pictures and captions. The first frame shows the front, 
profile, and back view of a man in a suit with carefully coifed hair. The caption informs 
the reader that people are surprised about the new medicines and creams for the hair 
that stylish young men use. The second frame depicts a variety of concoctions for 
the hair. Finally, in the third frame, the reader understands why these cosmetics are 
necessary: so that men can speed on their new motorbikes without messing up their 
hair. 95 Thus, the cartoon speaks to both the new cosmetics and the new mode of 
transportation. 

Muwaylihi was also a critic of the new pharmacies and the new doctors. He does 
not necessarily eschew Western methods of medicine, but he has two major concerns. 
The first being the suitability of male doctors treating secluded women, and the 
second concern being the proliferation of quacks and elixirs. 96 Doctors traditionally 
had access to the harinr, however, they would not be left alone with the patient, 
nor would the patient remove her veil. 97 What concerned Muwaylihi more than an 
emergency visit under careful supervision, was the removal of previous restrictions and 
increasing numbers of visits. 98 Advertising in the mainstream and womens presses for 
medications, pharmacies, and doctors during this era sheds light upon Muwaylihi’s 
concerns. As will be seen in chapter 4, patent medicines and pharmacies were among 
the most frequent advertisers in the late-nineteenth/early-twentieth centuries. With 
respect to doctors, as was the case in the Ottoman press, they rarely advertised prices; 
however, ironically, they often offered free service to the poor, who were rather unlikely 
to read the papers. 99 

Muwaylihi was critical of the diet and general lifestyle of Westerners and those 
Egyptians who imitated their practices. Speaking through the doctor, Muwaylihi 
condemns those who are overly fastidious in caring for their body: “Instead of drinking 
[ordinary] water, they drink mineral water; and they surrender appropriate health 
habits in order to take excessive care of the body, eating foods to which they are not 
accustomed.” As a result, they suffer from imaginary illnesses, which are then treated 
by a multitude of unnecessary remedies. 100 These words of Muwaylihi still ring true 
a century later. 101 

Another target of criticism, to which Muwaylihi alluded, was the copying of 
foreign customs in food and drink. At one point in the story, the Pasha and Isa 
follow a country-bumpkin c Umda [village chief] who is hoodwinked into spending 
large sums of money by a merchant and a profligate playboy. The c Umda wanted 
to eat in a traditional kabab restaurant, but the playboy convinced him to go to 
a Western restaurant in Azbakiyya. The playboy ordered the same types of foods 
that appeared in the registers of the Periode Ismail. The poor c Umda, unaccustomed 
to such styles of food and drink, drank too much, bit into the butter, absconded 
with bread, ate off other people’s plates, spilled food, wiped his hands on the table¬ 
cloth, broke a glass, drank from the finger bowl, cleaned his ear with a toothpick, 
and leered lasciviously at female patrons. 102 Although he had the financial where¬ 
withal to partake of such luxuries, he obviously lacked the etiquette for doing so 
properly. 
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The press frequently critiqued Western patterns of consumption in tobacco, food, 
and drink. Use of tobacco in general, and Western-style cigarettes in particular, were 
sources of criticism in the women’s, children’s, and mainstream press. These articles 
highlight dangerous health issues, as well as beauty issues such as yellowing of the 
teeth and face. 10 5 In terms of food/beverages, critics warned against the expense of 
over indulgence, especially with regard to alcohol. 104 The press also expressed concern 
about the use of European wet nurses, who, through their use of wine, could spread 
disease (or even bad morals) to children. 105 

Abdullah Nadim was an early figure in Egypt’s nationalist press, and he was best 
known for his role as the rhetorician of the Urabi revolt. In 1892, he wrote a scathing 
critique of the new patterns of food consumption in his journal al-ustadh. He begins by 
discussing the customs of the poor, the wealthy, and the amirs prior to the expansion of 
Westernization. Although the wealthy ate more quantitatively and qualitatively than 
the poor, the discrepancies were not that wide. Furthermore, people ate using simpler 
utensils and implements. After the intermingling of East and West, Nadim claims that 
the Westerners disfigured the Eastern economy with their luxury products, includ¬ 
ing specialized vessels for cooking and serving. Like Muwaylihi, he points out that 
neither the poor peasant nor the wealthy amir knows how to care for these new prod¬ 
ucts, and that both end up squandering their money. The similarity between Nadim 
and Muwaylihi is not coincidental. Both men had families with vested interests in 
traditional patterns of consumption, Nadim having roots in an artisinal family. Never¬ 
theless, he came from much humbler origins. Like Muwaylihi, Nadim was not against 
some intercultural borrowing; however, he warned against adopting Westernisms that 
were not congruous with Eastern morals and customs. 106 

Nadim also used fiction to depict this cultural struggle, in general, and the seep¬ 
age of these Western patterns of consumption into the middle class, in particular. In 
his satirical journal, Humor and Censure, he includes a conversation between three 
women, a Muslim, a Christian, and a Jew. Each woman discusses how a man in her 
life has abandoned faith in the face of Western culture. 107 Using this fictional conver¬ 
sation, he depicts the costliness, in both morals and money, of following European 
trends. Furthermore, by writing this account in the vernacular, he was attempting to 
address issues of concern to the common man and reach an audience of readers and 
listeners beyond the upper middle class. 

The new modes of transportation and the new pastimes were targets for criticism 
as well. A 1919 cartoon sent in by a reader of al-lata’if al-musaivwara sets its aim 
at the new clubs established by the wealthy. The cartoon depicts a Notables’ Club 
with entrance requirements including a car or two-horse carriage, a 15-centimeter 
mustache, a gruff voice, a scowling face when dealing with servants, sitting with one 
leg crossed over the other, and the ability to talk about important things, for example, 
the price of cars. The caption underneath suggests that the clubs and their members 
would not elicit such contempt from the masses if they followed the example of the 
Greeks in philanthropy and kindness to the poor. 108 

Poking fun at the habits and amusements of the wealthy, Muwaylihi creates a 
situation where the Pasha is nearly run over by a bike-riding judge in Ismailiyya. 
Isa explains to the Pasha, “this is a modern bicycle, which some people pre¬ 
fer to carriages... [because] they do not eat or drink, nor do they grow tired 
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and emaciated. This [bicycle] rider is a judge, who rides in order to exercise 
his limbs.” The looming danger of speeding vehicles was a frequent rationale for 
attacking the new methods of transportation. The previously discussed cartoons 
regarding the well-coifed motorcycle riders and the ogling automobile driver fit 
into this category. Another obvious target of criticism was the extravagant cost of 
fancy carriages, imported automobiles, and expensive mass transit systems. In 1919 
Talaat Harb, a key figure in Egypt’s nascent industrial bourgeoisie, wrote a series 

of articles in al-ahram critiquing Egypt’s foreign-financed and managed tramway 
109 

company. 

Public transportation and new forms of amusement led to another form of disorder: 
the intermingling of the sexes. Khulussy of al-lata’ifal-mussawwara frequently touched 
upon this volatile topic. In a 1917 cartoon we see four women compromised by new 
forms of transportation and amusement. The women all appear in clothing that is at 
least partially cloaked, and they all wear translucent yashmaks. One appears on the 
road, another at the cinema, the third on the tram, and the fourth in a store; all 
of them are surrounded by leering men. The caption describes the purpose of the 
cartoon as follows: “to demonstrate our moral, societal shortcomings that are not in 
keeping with our customs as an Arab, Eastern community ... when we blindly follow 
the Westerners in that which is depraved... ,” 110 

The same theme appears repeatedly in hadith c Isa ibn Hisham as the Pasha visits the 
venues of corruption: hotels, bars, restaurants, gaming halls, dance halls, parks, clubs, 
and theaters. Over and over again, the Pasha is amazed by the sights, sounds, and 
smells of these places, and his companions must explain how things have changed. 
The dance hall is a den of iniquity where the stench of wine, sweat, smoke, and 
filthy bathrooms pervades the air. Furthermore, women were compromised in the 
company of men. To make matters even worse, many of these places also contained 
the intermingling of the classes. 111 

Aside from the moral and social concerns regarding these new amusements, there 
was also a concern that Egyptians were wasting their money and that the govern¬ 
ment was misallocating funds for that which was not directly benefiting Egyptians. 
Muwaylihi uses a visit to Azbakiyya to critique the government’s allocation of funds 
for public use. The Pasha is amazed by the beauty of the Azbakiyya gardens. Its sights 
and sounds spur a discussion of land for public use. Muwaylihi, speaking through Isa, 
points out that while it is fine for foreigners to cultivate their spiritual side, Egyptians 
have more tangible, material issues to confront. A similar concern came through in 
the discussion of museums and libraries by the Pasha and one of Isa’s friends. The 
friend could not see the utility in preserving old relics for the sake of foreigners, while 
ignoring the current needs of Egyptians. 112 In general, as the occupation became a 
permanent fixture in Egyptian life, the native population grew increasingly wary of 
foreigners, foreign companies, and that which the government performed on behalf 
of the foreign population. 113 

Another major target of criticism was conspicuous consumption in the home. An 
article in the home economics section of al-muqtataf entitled “Gaiety is not Expensive 
Furnishings” clearly states this case. The author encourages the woman to use her 
own skill and creativity in furnishing her home instead of squandering her husband’s 
money on expensive furniture and to devote her efforts to the care of her husband and 
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children. Another article explains that most readers of the magazine are neither very 
rich, nor very poor. Thus, the mistress of the house should build her home gradually, 
buying quality items a little bit at a time. A third article from the same source criticizes 
the rich for using their homes and other means of conspicuous consumption as marks 
of distinction. Instead, the author encourages women to compete in other fields, for 
example, building kuttabs, schools, asylums, places of worship, and hospitals—or even 
in personal areas of consumption, by buying a book instead of a bonnet, and so on. 114 

Muwaylihi critiques both the new style of home and the conspicuous consumption 
therein. The Pasha’s grandson’s lifestyle exemplified the changes in architectural style 
and attitude. Rather than living in a traditional home with an inner courtyard and 
garden, he lived in a mansion, in the center of a garden—that is, when he was 
not staying at the hotel, another source of confusion for the Pasha. 115 Within the 
home, Muwaylihi critiqued the worst arena of conspicuous consumption: weddings. 
The Pasha is clueless as to the purpose of such an ostentatious event attended by people 
unknown to the family. A friend explains that inviting luminaries brings honor to the 
home, and people spend excessive sums for no real purpose. 116 While at the wedding 
banquet, the Pasha overhears a conversation between two men. An older fellow is 
critical of the groom, who blindly follows Western customs without understanding 
them. He states that nothing could be worse than copying these practices that have 
nothing in common with the groom’s natural disposition. 117 

Nadim too was critical of the practices associated with weddings. In Humor and 
Censure , he includes a dialogue between two women on the visiting practices of 
women. One woman points out that women themselves are the worst factor corrupting 
other women and that weddings are particularly problematic. She gives the example 
of a woman who goes to a wedding content with her life, but returns home envious 
of the jewelry, fashion, and cosmetics of others. Once again, Nadim was concerned 
about the infiltration of these habits into the middle class, highlighting the desire of 
these women to emulate the aristocracy. 118 

The new stores and the products within them helped to create these new homes, and 
thus they too were the targets of criticism. Critics were amazed by the success of the new 
stores that seemed to prosper even when the economy did not. 119 Furthermore, these 
stores were owned by Westerners and/or sold only Western goods at the expense of local 
industry. 120 Finally, these stores lured women into the outside world, encouraging 

them to abandon the work of the home. This problem “threatened” to turn women 
121 

into men. 

New stores contained products that threatened the old order. If women began to 
adopt all of the new Western gadgets, then they would lose their skills and waste 
their family’s money. Ready-made clothes were not cheap, nor were the new sewing 
machines. One Lebanese reader of al-muqtataf pointed out the dangers of relying on 
sewing machines, highlighting the superiority of hand-stitching and its importance 
for recycling clothing. 122 As we shall see in chapter 8, home economics textbooks 
from the same period echo similar sentiments. 

Muwaylihi critiques both the omnipresence of stores and vendors, as well as the 
capitalist spirit. The Pasha is hardly able to recognize the site of his waqf, a fountain, 
which is now surrounded by a wineshop, pharmacy, and various other stores. Both 
the wineshop and the pharmacy were particularly emblematic of Western economic 
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infiltration. 123 According to Muwaylihi, the foreigner compared to the Egyptian is 
industrious; however, it is at a cost. Hard work and the acquisition of material goods 
creates a vicious cycle, whereby the foreigner wants more and more, and he stops at 
nothing to continue this quest. 124 

While certain aspects of Western life were worth emulating, for example, the 
education of girls, all adaptations and borrowing were to take indigenous morals into 
account: 

If the Eastern young woman restricts herself in the customs of the foreigners [limiting 
herself] to seeking knowledge, strengthening the intellect, and gaining from the talent 
of providence and household administration, remaining modest and energetic; and [she] 
distances [herself] from carousing, opulence, playing, and dancing, then she will glean 
the advantages of the East and the West... 123 

Use of the term “Eastern” is interesting, reflecting the concerns of not only the Muslim 
community, but also Christians and Jews. Western-style education and/or governesses 
were an obvious source of criticism, which will be addressed in chapter 6. Nevertheless, 
critics were quick to point out that parents too had to shoulder the responsibil¬ 
ity for the actions of their daughters. By allowing them to read Western novels, 
dress in Paris fashions, and engage in frivolous pastimes, parents sanctioned these 
new patterns of consumption. 126 Authors also critiqued Western feminism, which 
encouraged women to abandon their roles, resulting in lower marriage and birth 
rates. 127 

The depraved state ofWestern consumerist lifestyles was even depicted in fictional 
stories in the press, some of which were translated from European languages. In 
“The Good Year,” which appeared in al-sufur, the main characters, Arthur and Laura, 
grapple with the greed of consumerist society. Arthur is unable to marry Laura because 
he does not meet her expectations. A small home, one servant, and a modest salary 
are not enough. He concocts a plan whereby he can have one good year with her. 
Arthur proposes that they marry, borrow a large sum of money, and then at the end 
of the year, he will drown himself, leaving Laura the insurance money. Reluctant at 
first, Laura finally agrees to the plan; and the two live in an “earthly paradise” up 
until the last few days before the year’s end. After Arthur leaves to carry out the last 
phase of the plan, Laura is haunted by his spirit. She rushes to the shore and finds his 
body. He is revived, and she begs him not to carry out the plan. Laura tells Arthur 
that money is unimportant and that she will get a job. She can live in a small house 
with just one servant for his sake. The two realize that love is more important than 
material goods. 128 


Conclusion 


Although Ismail failed in his efforts to make Egypt part of Europe and to attain 
greater independence, a number of legacies from his reign remained. First, his new 
patterns of consumption spread to the upper classes. They began to adopt Westernized 
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styles of housing, dress, food, education, transportation, and leisure. Furthermore, as 
indicated by the indigenous critics of Western consumption, these new patterns also 
began to seep into the urban middle class, creating a cultural struggle for identity. 

A second and related legacy left by Ismail was the network of roads, bridges, ports, 
railroad lines, and telegraph lines that helped to build the infrastructure necessary 
for consumption. By linking the sites of production and consumption, he attempted 
to reap the wealth of the countryside and provide the cities with modern goods and 
services. Chapter 4 examines the impact of these urban changes in creating modern 
shopping districts and the use of advertisements in educating the public to new 
products and services, while chapter 5 addresses the role of the press in buttressing 
the new role for the woman as al-Sayyida al-Istihlakiyya [Mrs. Consumer]. We first 
examine the evolution of these changes in Western Europe and the United States 
before moving to the Egyptian context. 
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Chapter 4 


Advertising and Consumer Culture in 
Egypt: Creating al-Sayyida al-Istihlakiyya 


The Rise of Consumer Culture and Advertising 
in the West 


Consumerism, in the sense of conspicuous consumption, has existed for thousands of 
years as a means of distancing the upper class from the lower classes. Cultural artifacts, 
for example, objetsd’art, magnificent tombs, sumptuary laws, and descriptions of feasts 
and festivals from all over the world, remain to demonstrate “goods . . . acquired not for 
themselves but for what they symbolize, for their associations, for their contribution 
to a particular image ...Nevertheless, modern consumerism and mass consumer 
culture are products of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Up until recently, the 
growing body of literature on consumption has focused on western Europe, specifi¬ 
cally England, France, and to a lesser extent the United States and the Netherlands. 
Economic historians of the Middle East generally use the nineteenth century as a 
starting point, dealing with consumption only as it relates to Western products dis¬ 
placing indigenous ones. 2 This chapter offers a brief history of consumer culture and 
advertising in the West in order to highlight similarities and differences between their 
development in the two contexts. Traditional “coming of the West” accounts tend 
to overlook indigenous trends that predate the nineteenth century. Nevertheless, the 
incorporation of Egypt into the world economy, and consequently its greater contact 
with the West, had a profound influence on both patterns of consumption and the 
numbers of people consuming imported goods. 

The birth of consumerism did not spring forth fully grown in nineteenth-century 
Europe, but rather, was the result of social and economic changes that had been 
taking place since the early modern period. The change lies in an increasing concern 
with material culture as more people had greater access to a wider variety of goods. 
Following the age of exploration and discovery, there was increasing demand for new 
goods to be used by more people for new social and cultural purposes. Furthermore, 
this desire for access was not necessarily limited to elites. At the same time that more 
goods were becoming available, households in western Europe were in the process of 



50 


Creating the New Egyptian Woman 


reallocating their productive resources, affecting the supply of goods, labor, and the 
demand for market products. 3 

Changing habits of consumption worked synergistically with the industrial rev¬ 
olution to create modern consumer culture. Over the course of the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries, consumption expanded quantitatively, qualitatively, vertically, 
and horizontally. In his landmark study, Neil McKendrick contends that much of 
this change is attributable to social competition that led to new characteristics of con¬ 
sumption: individualism, fashion, and decency. Building on the work of McKendrick, 
Grant McCracken points out that these developments meant that new conceptions 
of person were both driving and driven by new consumer patterns. Thus, by the 
nineteenth century, patterns that had been emerging since the sixteenth century were 
firmly established. 4 

Over the course of the nineteenth century, the continued development of the 
industrial and consumer revolutions were contingent upon the related revolutions in 
transportation, communication, and retailing. The expansion of the railroad network 
facilitated the more rapid movement of raw materials and consumer goods, as well as 
the movement of people toward urban centers. The growth of cities and the creation 
of better roads allowed for the use of horse-drawn omnibuses even before the arrival 
of the electric streetcar. From 1880 to 1914, the spread of the electric tramway helped 
to decrease the “size” of cities, while increasing their population, by making them 
more accessible. These improvements fostered the development of central shopping 
districts in large urban centers. 5 

Larger retail shops in this district could now thrive in comparison to smaller shops 
located in other sections of town due to their ability to draw customers from all 
quarters of the city, as well as from the suburbs. At mid-century, the most rapidly 
growing retail establishments were the dry-goods stores, or magasins de nouveautes. 
As the name implies, the stores carried a variety of goods, including fabrics, hosiery, 
lingerie, clothing, and other sundry items. These dry-goods stores developed into 
large department stores over the second half of the nineteenth century by introducing 
a number of innovations in retailing. 6 

First, these establishments offered set prices for cash only, emphasizing high 
turnover of goods. Credit and bargaining had been long-established links in the 
chain binding customer and small retailer. The new system seemed to offer advan¬ 
tages to the customer, who could comparison shop and take advantage of lower prices. 
Furthermore, with high turnover of stock, store owners could reap higher profits by 
investing in goods that would sell quickly, be replaced quickly, and sell again. 7 

The new department stores were also revolutionary in their diversification and 
departmentalization with respect to the location of goods, specialized personnel, and 
separate records. Store owners could now monitor the various departments and evalu¬ 
ate their goods, services, and employees. Diversification usually occurred through the 
introduction of new lines into an already successful department. Moreover, depart¬ 
ment stores worked to make shopping a more pleasurable experience. The use of iron 
and steel in the architecture caught the attention of potential customers, along with 
new forms of exhibition and promotion. Inside, the customer found dramatic interior 
architecture, elaborate lighting, and a magnificent array of goods. Furthermore, stores 
took advantage of new technologies, such as the telephone, the electric light, the cash 
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register, and the escalator to increase the ease, efficiency, and safety of shopping, which 
became an activity rather than just a means to an end. New products and services— 
beauty salons, art exhibits, fashion shows, restaurants, concerts, and sales—offered 
new incentives. Department store owners became masters in self-promotion through 
the use of pamphlets, agendas, catalogues, trade cards, and advertising. 8 

Both the new department stores and advertising worked together to educate the 
public in how and what to buy. During the late nineteenth century, there were 
segments of the population that had growing purchasing power; yet they lacked 
the habit of spending, which advertising helped them to overcome. Advertising was 
not a nineteenth-century innovation. From handbills publicizing runaway slaves to 
the announcement of the arrival of new goods, advertising had served a variety of 
functions. The expansion of the press in the West at the turn of the eighteenth 
century brought an increased volume of advertisements, which resembled classified 
advertisements today. They were grouped in one section of the paper, close together, 
in a single font, and usually advertised new products and innovations. Ordinary 
household products did not necessitate advertisement. 9 

Over the course of the nineteenth century, rising literacy rates combined with the 
establishment of an inexpensive, advertisement-oriented press, allowed for further 
development. Nevertheless, as late as the 1860s, advertisements still resembled their 
earlier counterparts except that there were more of them. Generally, they included the 
name of the product, a brief description, and the address of the company. There were 
few sketches, borders, or varied fonts. Editors resisted breaking up their layouts with 
new formats. Furthermore, many potential advertisers were not yet convinced that 
advertising could encourage consumption, while others felt that more emphasis should 
be placed on product demonstration. Merchants would advertise for a few weeks at the 
beginning of each trading season and not advertise again until the following season, 
except to announce a special sale or event. These advertisements tended to be factual 
and informative, lacking great claims other than reasonable prices. 10 

By the 1880s and 1890s there were signs of change. Advertisers included book 
sellers, magazine agents, manufacturers of cheap miscellaneous goods, larger retail 
establishments, some ready-to-use food products, farm equipment, sewing machines, 
soap, cleaning compounds, and with increasing frequency, patent medicines. An 
analysis of major American advertisers in 1893 found that more than half of the 
firms that spent money on advertising were patent-medicine manufacturers. Not 
surprisingly, merchants were first able to see the power of advertising as customers 
began to request patent medicines by name, instead of asking for something for a 
headache. 11 

Patent medicine advertisers quickly earned a reputation for using distortions, 
hyperbole, superlatives, and outright untruths. With their claims to strengthen blood, 
cure rheumatism, and ward off whooping cough, these manufacturers paved the way 
for moving beyond simple, informative advertising. A natural outgrowth of the patent 
medicines was the early cosmetics industry. At first these products were marketed 
to remedy existing problems, rather than to enhance natural beauty. Furthermore, 
cosmetics were not marketed exclusively for women. 12 

While manufacturers of patent medicines were at the vanguard of American adver¬ 
tising, soap manufacturers in Britain were the pioneers. They were among the first 
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to use pictorial advertising. According to Anne McClintock, “soap was a scarce and 
humdrum item and washing a cursory activity at best” in early nineteenth-century 
Britain. Most household laundering took place “once or twice a year in great commu¬ 
nal binges.” By the late nineteenth century a dramatic change took place as Victorians 
consumed massive quantities of soap and “advertising emerged as the central cultural 
form of commodity capitalism.” 13 McClintock attributes the change in habits to the 
changes brought about by the colonial economy. Just as inexpensive cotton led to 
inexpensive textiles, so too did low-priced oils lead to low-priced soap. 14 

As advertising was becoming more sophisticated, a wide variety of new products 
arrived on the market during the 1880s. It is during this decade that new machinery 
was developed for making flour, cereal, canned foods, chemicals, matches, photo¬ 
graphic film, and cigarettes. Factories could now process much larger quantities of 
raw materials. Consequently, many of these products necessitated new forms of mar¬ 
keting since they were entirely new products or were replacing homemade goods and 
unbranded merchandise. By 1910, these products began to replace patent medicines 
as big advertisers in the United States. 15 

Since women had been traditionally responsible for making and/or using several 
of the products turned out by continuous-process machinery, a significant proportion 
of early advertising was targeted specifically toward them. Ironically, as women were 
less needed in the productive realm, the number and complexity of household tasks 
multiplied and levels of consumption grew. As a result, their role as household man¬ 
agers expanded. To meet these new demands, advertisers informed women that new 
products could reduce labor and that smart consumers bought certain products. 16 

During the 1890s, advertising continued to evolve. Helen Damon-Moore asserts 
that “ [advertisements in the 1890s became bigger, better-illustrated, and slicker in 
tone. Catchy names abounded ... [and] ad copy exhorted women to be modern 
This trend meshed with late Victorian advertisements’ plays on the prestige of science 
and appeal of modernity. At the same time, advertising blurred the lines between 
public and private. Advertising helped to turn previously public professions into 
activities that could be accomplished in the privacy of one’s home, for example, 
shaving, photography, and shopping via catalogue. 17 

One reason for the development of advertising was the parallel development of the 
advertising agency. In the late nineteenth century, agencies functioned mainly as space 
brokers. By the turn of the century, agencies began to offer more services and advice 
to manufacturers; and they began hiring artists and copywriters to better serve their 
customers. Although outnumbered by men, women began to play a prominent role 
in advertising. Nevertheless, few women became generalists or executives; instead, 
they remained wedded to women’s product accounts. 18 

During the first two decades of the twentieth century, the cosmetics industry blos¬ 
somed with the creation of new lotions, cremes, dentrifices, and powders. While 
magazine advertising was limited before 1900, by 1920 cosmetics became a signif¬ 
icant force in women’s magazines. Rather than just attempting to remedy minor 
problems, these advertisements began to play on women’s fear and anxieties. The shift 
of cosmetics from presenting information to creating demand by arousing fear, was 
symptomatic of a general trend in advertising in the West. Other products advertised 
themselves as serving society in general, and women in particular, by creating doubts 
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about old products and values. While women were told that new forms of cleaning 
would make their lives easier and that certain products would ensure the health of their 
children, standards of household cleanliness and motherly attentiveness were rising. 
Building on the nineteenth-century idea that women were responsible for the love and 
happiness of the family, twentieth-century advertisers urged women to demonstrate 
this love by purchasing the appropriate products. 19 

By the 1910s and 1920s, the most innovative advertisers linked consumption of 
their products to more fulfilling marriages, better children, increased household effi¬ 
ciency, and greater political freedom. The use of endorsements by doctors, celebrities, 
and society matrons encouraged consumption for status where nineteenth-century 
advertisements had emphasized quality, durability, and practicality. Over the course 
of the 1920s and the 1930s, Western advertising moved further and further away 
from the old product-centered ads of the late nineteenth century, to a form that 
emphasized the consumer rather than the product. Raymond Williams has labeled 
this process the “magic” of advertising. According to Jennifer Scanlon, this shift 
in advertising not only created “artificial needs for new products but also artificial 
relationships among women and artificial definitions of womanhood.” 20 

Both turn-of-the-century women’s magazines and advertisements advanced these 
definitions of womanhood. Advertising trade journals also helped to shape a homoge¬ 
nous Mrs. Consumer, advising agencies of her importance. According to an 1895 
brochure by the Lord and Thomas agency, “ [s]he who ‘rocks the cradle’ and ‘rules 
the world’ is directly and indirectly head of the buying department of every home.” 21 
Similarly a 1916 advertising textbook suggested that certain products were by nature 
feminine, and therefore the advertiser should “know the foibles of the sex and base 
his campaign upon that knowledge.” 22 In 1929 Christine Frederick, a contributor 
and household editor of the Ladies’ Home Journal, saw an even more significant role 
for Mrs. Consumer, and she created a handbook for courting her patronage. In it she 
argued that women control at least 80 percent of household expenditures. 23 

Nevertheless, Mrs. Consumer was not a piece of clay in the hands of advertising 
executives and magazine editors. She had the ability to accept, reject, and/or refine 
the constructs of womanhood. Through letters to the editor, letters to manufacturers, 
responses to marketing surveys, and most importantly, her own purchasing power, 
Mrs. Consumer helped to fashion her own construct of womanhood. Before turning 
to her Egyptian counterpart, al-Sayyida al-Istihlakiyya, we must first look at the forces 
shaping consumer culture and advertising in Egypt. 


The Creation of Consumer Culture in Egypt 


It is erroneous to assume that notions of consumerism arose only with and in response 
to the West. For advertising to successfully promote consumerism, both a super¬ 
structure and infrastructure of consumption must be in place. Large corporations 
and retailers provide the superstructure of consumption, that is, the images that 
make a product or service seem “normal, appropriate, convenient, and popular.” 
There must also be an infrastructure, what Damon-Moore has referred to as “a set of 
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social conditions that predisposes an individual or group of individuals toward certain 
patterns of consuming.” 24 For example, over the course of the eighteenth century, 
dallalas served the function of acquainting and persuading women to use certain 
luxury goods. Without this crucial indigenous link, shopping for European textiles, 
medicines, and furnishings in department stores and pharmacies would not have made 
sense for the upper class. Furthermore, the economic infrastructure of consumption, 
that is, roads, bridges, ports, railroads, and so on, had to exist in order for further 
development to take place. 

The rise of modern consumer culture in Egypt was intricately linked to its incorpo¬ 
ration into the capitalist world economy. Although most economic histories focus on 
the nineteenth century, when foreign investment intensified, it is clear that the roots of 
Egyptian capitalism lay in the eighteenth century. At that time, Egypt was an entrepot 
of long-distance trading routes leading to Asia, Africa, and Europe. Cairo, like other 
large cities, served as a market for luxury goods, since it housed the individuals who 
could afford items such as imported weaponry, clothing, and furs. Meanwhile, in 
Europe, the industrial revolution led to economic demands for greater quantities of 
raw materials. France, compared to Britain, had “fewer options for procuring raw 
materials and marketing [its] manufactured products.” In Egypt, France found much 
needed grain and a market for its luxury goods. Recent Syrian (Christian) immigrants 
served as a local client community purveying French goods to both the mamluk 
elite and the middle classes. French merchants went out of their way to understand 
the Egyptian market by surveying preferences, sending samples back to France, and 
having those samples copied. 25 

At that time shopping in Egypt took place in urban suqs [bazaars] where artisans 
and shops were concentrated. Stores were grouped together by common trade. As a 
general rule, they were fairly small, about six feet by four feet, enclosed by shutters 
or folding doors. The small, intimate setting of the store naturally made shopping 
a personalized business. A regular customer might expect to be offered coffee and 
tobacco during the process of a regular transaction, which could involve both bar¬ 
gaining and a conversation on matters unrelated to business. Such a transaction could 
take half an hour or more. In some markets, auctions conducted by brokers [ dallals] 
were held once or twice a week. Additionally, wakalas housed merchants and served 
as a place to store and receive goods. According to Lane there were 200 such buildings 
in Cairo. 26 In the eighteenth century, Raymond estimates that about one-quarter of 
Cairo’s population was involved in craft production and about one-tenth were mer¬ 
chants or retailers. By the turn of the nineteenth century, Cairo boasted some 74 craft 
corporations and 65 merchants’ guilds. 27 

Prior to the rise of Muhammad Ali, Egypt in general, and Cairo in particular, had 
a thriving consumer culture. Nevertheless, most studies of commerce, banking, and 
industry begin with the changes that took place during his reign. 28 Muhammad Ali 
sought to develop industry in Egypt along the lines of the country’s strengths and to 
avoid costly imports. 25 In addition to embarking upon his own efforts at industrial¬ 
ization, Muhammad Ali encouraged some foreign investment. By 1837, there were 
already more than 70 foreign mercantile firms operating in Alexandria. According 
to the Bowring “Report”, Greece, France, England, Austria, Italy, and the Levant 
were the most heavily represented. Many of the foreign nationals who came to Egypt, 
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particularly those from Southern Europe and the Levant, established permanent roots, 
the so-called mutamassirun , 30 By the 1840s and 1850s, the groundwork was laid for 
further foreign investment. 

As discussed in chapter 2, Muhammad Ali’s hand-picked and immediate succes¬ 
sor, Ibrahim, preceded him to the grave, and the reins of government fell to Abbas 
Hilmi I (r. 1848-54), his grandson. Traditional accounts describe his reign as a 
period of reactionism and retrenchment. Toledano argues for a more sympathetic 
treatment of the misunderstood viceroy by demonstrating the many forces, indige¬ 
nous and European, that would benefit from portraying him as a sexually deviant 
demon. Aside from the effusive praise of Nubar pasha, the more “balanced” views 
appear lukewarm at best. Toledano is successful, however, in providing context for 
Abbas’s alleged hatred of Westerners, and hence the dismissal of a large number of 
his uncle and grandfather’s advisors, as well as the dismissal (or relocation) of internal 
enemies linked to the same strategies. These moves surely earned him some degree of 
popularity within the country. Although he is often portrayed as reversing military 
policies, Toledano demonstrates that Abbas utilized the military for both “power and 
amusement”; however, financial need necessitated cuts. Similarly, he reduced spend¬ 
ing on industry and education. Abbas preferred to place a higher premium on internal 
security, and thus he was responsible for two developments affecting the growth of 
consumer culture in Egypt. He improved the road between Cairo and Suez, shorten¬ 
ing the route to India and the Far East; and he provided the British with a concession 
to build the first railroad line in Egypt, between Cairo and Alexandria, thus improving 
transit, trade, and communications. 31 

Said, Muhammad Ali’s son, succeeded Abbas after his death in 1854. His fran¬ 
cophile leanings gave him better contemporary European ratings than his predecessor; 
however, Egyptian nationalist historians distinguish his reign as the period in which 
Egypt flung open the doors of investment to the West and began a vicious cycle of 
loans and indebtedness. These criticisms not withstanding, Said is responsible for a 
number of developments associated with the growth of consumer culture in Egypt. He 
is most famous for granting the Suez Canal concession to Ferdinand de Lesseps. Addi¬ 
tionally, he continued work on railroad lines in the delta and established telegraph 
lines between Alexandria, Cairo, and Suez. 32 Regardless of the fiscal and political 
implications of these policies, Said continued the development of the infrastructure 
necessary for modern consumer culture. 

As previously discussed, Ismail expanded the transportation and communication 
networks in Egypt, extending them beyond the delta into the sa c id. Furthermore, 
he carried out municipal developments in the major cities of the delta, improving 
streets, sanitation, and public services. One of Ismail’s more permanent legacies was 
the redevelopment of the Azbakiyya neighborhood, which came to include a number 
of European consulates and the Cairo Stock Exchange, as well as the most exclusive 
hotels, fashionable stores, and fine dining establishments. This neighborhood served 
as the nucleus for the modern shopping district in Cairo. By the end of this study, 
the district resembled a large triangle demarcated by Qasr al-Nil, Sulayman Pasha, 
and Fuad streets (Qasr al-Nil, Talaat Harb, and twenty-sixth of July streets today). 
The area around Sharif Street in Alexandria evolved into the same role. The new 
stores that arose in these districts were much like their counterparts in Europe and the 
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United States. Indeed, some of them, for example, Au Bon Marche and Printemps, 
were direct transplantations. Others, such as Sednaoui and Mauardi, were started by 
indigenous entrepreneurs and organized along Western lines. 53 Nevertheless, the old 
shopping districts did not cease to exist, and the new areas were inaccessible to all but 
the upper classes. 

What became of the traditional shopping districts? There were some fields that con¬ 
tinued to operate as they had in the past, such as the gold market and the tent-makers 
market, both of which continued time-honored traditions. The saddlery [surugiyya] 
continued to function on a somewhat more limited basis, since the tramway, and to a 
lesser extent the automobile, had begun to replace the horse-drawn omnibus, horses, 
donkeys, and carts/carriages. Other areas continued to be called by their traditional 
name, for example, the arms market [suq al-silah ], even as their function ceased to 
exist. New market areas emerged for those with limited means. The urban poor sought 
foodscraps, cigarette butts, and scrap metal at the suq al- c asr on the edge of town; and 
the aspiring effendi might hope to find a used European-style suit at the suq al-kantu, 
near the entrance of Muski street. 34 

Between the British occupation in 1882 and World War I, the amount of foreign 
investment in Egypt grew tremendously, doubling between 1892 and 1897, and 
again between 1897 and 1902. After the financial crisis of 1907 and a change in 
Egypt’s commercial law in 1908, many foreign companies went into liquidation. 
Nevertheless, commercial enterprises, while growing at a slower rate, did not decline. 
They could not have survived had there not been a demand for their new products 
and services. Nevertheless, consumer knowledge was limited; and advertising served 
to raise awareness among the upper classes. 

Although there are some similarities, the course of advertising in Egypt does not 
follow the Western pattern in all respects. While both demonstrate an increasing 
concern for gender, a preoccupation with modernity, and a growing degree of refine¬ 
ment, Egyptian advertising never reaches the sophistication of American advertising 
in terms of both layout and psychological implications. Sketches and designs remain 
simple, and advertisements generally remain product oriented. Furthermore, with 
reference to women, Egyptian advertisements lack a concern for reducing labor and 
increasing efficiency; but they do emphasize the special needs of Egyptian women. 
Finally, Egyptian advertisements reflect the struggle of Egypt’s incorporation into the 
world economy and its position as a colonized country. 

In this study of advertising, one must recognize that the readership and target 
audience was mainly urban and clustered in the delta. This dichotomy relates to the 
distinction discussed in chapters 2 and 3 regarding the city as the site of consumption 
and the countryside as the site of production. Most of the stores, products, and services 
that advertised were available only in urban areas. Furthermore, the readership was 
disproportionately male, as well as disproportionately Christian and foreign (relative 
to their numbers in the population as a whole). Despite low literacy rates, women 
still had access to magazines and their advertisements. Girls in school read magazines 
purchased through block subscriptions. Furthermore, Egypt had a strong oral tradi¬ 
tion, and reading aloud was not uncommon. According to Baron, “[r]eading aloud 
multiplied the size of a periodical’s audience many times and provided an important 
source of information in the days before news was broadcast over the radio.” Coffee 
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shops were often the location where illiterate and semi-literate males listened to the 
paper and heard about the news of the day. 35 Successful nationalist journalists, for 
example, Abdullah Nadim, wrote in a manner such that key points would resonate 
with listeners. Similarly, as advertising became more sophisticated, ornate sketches, 
fancy borders, and varied fonts could catch the eye of onlookers. 

Another major issue with the study of advertising is that of representation. 36 One 
must recognize that advertisements do not represent or even aim to represent the soci¬ 
ety to which they are directed. According to Roland Marchand, “advertisers quickly 
perceived [that] people did not usually want advertisements to reflect themselves ... or 
their broader society exactly,” but rather they wanted a “distorting mirror that could 
enhance certain images.” Marchand points out that advertisements should not be 
overlooked as a viable source for history. While one could argue that it is not pos¬ 
sible to gauge reader response, neither can we do so from more traditional sources, 
such as religious tracts or campaign speeches. Nevertheless, advertisements do tell us 
what products and services were sold in a given era, current fads, when products first 
attained mass distribution, and, in the case of testimonial advertisements, with whom 
advertisers thought consumers would identify and trust. They also specify the criteria 
by which consumers evaluate products. 37 Moreover, advertising is a two-way street, 
and consumer response, or lack thereof, shapes the advertising process. Foreign com¬ 
panies in Egypt had the added difficulty of attempting to understand the potential 
market. The symbols, images, and key phrases that sold products in the West might 
not have resonance in the Middle East. 38 

Finally, we must recognize that during this period advertising did not play as salient 
a role as it did in the West. The reading public in Egypt was still small, the number 
of publications limited, and many publishers used little or no advertising to finance 
their operations. Even into the early twentieth century, revenues for many journals 
came from subventions by the government or wealthy patrons and/or subscriptions. 39 
A related problem exists in that advertisements frequently appeared as front or back 
material in a journal and were perhaps eliminated in the process of binding. 


Early Press Advertising 


The earliest advertisements that I examined came from 1865 and 1866 in al-ivaqa c i 
al-misriyya, the official government paper. 40 These format advertisements resemble 
the simple classified ads of the early-nineteenth century in the West, with no sketches, 
borders, or varying fonts; however, they differ from their Western counterparts in the 
language used. Like al-waqa c i al-misriyya itself, its advertisements are verbose and 
stilted in style. Nevertheless, they remain more or less informational and factual in 
nature. A large number of the ads, as one might expect from an official paper, deal 
with things that the government wants to sell, such as shares in its companies or 
surplus items. 41 There are also advertisements by individuals wanting to sell books, 
homes, and waqf property. 42 Most follow a formula whereby they provide infor¬ 
mation on what is being sold, whom prospective buyers must contact by a given 
date, and conclude by stating that goods will go to the highest bidder adhering 
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to the specified terms. The target audience of these advertisements was upper- and 
upper-middle-class males who had an interest in keeping up with the administrative, 
economic, and judicial goings-on of the government. With respect to nongovern¬ 
ment publications, Shechter speculates that Wadi al-Nil was among the first to utilize 
advertising. 43 

Throughout the 1870s and 1880s advertising did not develop substantially. Where 
it existed, it was still limited to simple advertisements, many of which were for 
booksellers associated with the publisher of the newspaper or magazine. 44 By the 
1890s, both the quantity and range of publications in Egypt had increased. The press 
had undergone a major transformation during the age of Ismail as writers engaged 
in a new discourse about the direction of Egypt’s development. Ismail’s deposition, 
the ascension of the European-leaning Tawfiq, the rise of a nationalist opposition 
movement, and the British occupation forged a new dialogue in the pages of the 
Egyptian press. Some suppression of journalists took place in the wake of the Urabi 
movement and the British occupation; however, by 1892 and the ascension of the 
Khedive Abbas Hilmi II, many of the imprisoned journalists had been released, the 
censorship laws loosened, and new publications firmly established. According to 
Abbas Kelidar, newspapers came to function as a substitute for political parties, each 
representing different solutions for Egypt’s political woes. Editors and journalists 
ranged from Muslim to Christian to Jew, pan-Ottoman to pan-Arab to pan-Islamic 
to Egyptian nationalist, to pro/anti-British to pro/anti-French to pro/anti-Ottoman 
to pro/anti-monarchy. In the same year that Abbas Hilmi II took power in Egypt, the 
first journal for women, al-fatat, was published in Alexandria. It would be the first in 
a series of turn-of-the-century publications for women. 45 

These developments would have significant consequences for advertising in Egypt. 
With the rise of a more overtly political press, securing subventions from the govern¬ 
ment and from wealthy patrons could prove more difficult or restrict the purview of 
the publication. While political orientation might hinder support by patrons, so too 
might discourse that lacked the support of a specific platform. For this reason, many 
women’s journals had to rely on other sources for funding. Advertising allowed the 
enterprising journalist to pursue a third course without recourse to wealthy patrons 
or the ability to sell large blocks of subscriptions. 46 

The editors of al-hilal were early proponents of advertising. In an 1897 article 
they discuss “The Benefits of Advertising,” highlighting its importance as a means 
of gaining capital for prospective businesses, the great benefits that have accrued 
to Western companies by utilizing advertisements, and how they themselves have 
benefited from advertising. Early advertisements for advertising in al-hilal list prices 
and discuss the press’s ability to produce both Arabic and Western characters. A later 
ad emphasizes the utility of advertising that reaches “thousands of readers fivefold.” 
Some editors of the women’s press were quick to see the advantages as well. Alexandra 
de Avierino was among the first to fully utilize advertising in her journal anis al-jalis. 
The publication was only 30-40 pages long, yet as many as 7-12 pages might be 
dedicated to advertising. In 1903 Alexandra de Avierino wrote an article entitled 
“The Benefits of the Overlooked,” referring to advertising, in which she encouraged 
others to follow her lead. She asserted that advertisements would benefit the country 
by fostering not only the open exchange of goods, but also the open exchange of ideas 
as publications could proliferate. 47 
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As more publishers saw the utility of using advertising, the amount, frequency, 
and sophistication of advertisements all increased. 48 Furthermore, editors of different 
orientations could seek different forms of advertising. At the same time, the numbers 
of industries, stores, products, and services that sought advertising multiplied. No 
longer were they limited to individual sellers seeking to find the highest bidders, 
rather there was now a varied group trying to attract large quantities of customers 
with their reasonable prices. Turn-of-the-century advertisements were peppered with 
phrases—“the utmost in moderate prices,” “limited prices,” “the utmost in reasonable 
prices,” “the utmost in workmanship and moderate prices,” “price and workmanship 
that cannot be surpassed,” and the like. Aside from the claims of moderate prices, 
workmanship, variety, and quality, the wording of advertisements (outside the realm 
of patent medicines) remained informative and mostly factual. 49 Unlike the frequent 
calls to buy on credit that Frierson found in the late Ottoman press, I found no similar 
offerings in the Egyptian press. 50 

By the 1890s, a new era opened in Egyptian advertising that would last until about 
1914. The number, range, and quality of advertisements would all increase. Like the 
West, the first big boom came from the realm of patent medicines and cosmetics; 
however, they differed from American ads because of their occasional association with 
a particular pharmacy. In both the mainstream press and in the women’s press, and in 
Muslim, Christian, and Jewish publications, pharmaceutical agents and pharmacies 
represented the fastest growing segment of the advertising industry. Advertisements 
blurred the distinction between health, beauty, and even foods/beverages, informing 
potential consumers that they could add vitamins to their hair to restore its beauty 
and increase their vitality by drinking wine. 51 

Many of these advertisements appealed to women with sketches, testimonials, and 
claims to cure their ailments, for example, Bank’s Pills and Hemagene Tailleur. 52 
The sketches of women in Victorian clothing and the claims of the text are basically 
the same as advertisements found in the 1880s and 1890s in the West. 55 The lack 
of representation of indigenous women raises a number of questions. Was it simply 
that photographs were not yet widely used or that foreign companies utilized the 
same sketches used in their home campaigns? Or, was there concern about human 
representation in Islamic society—while photographs were fine for consumption in 
the home, trafficking in such images publicly was perhaps unacceptable. In her study 
of the Hamidian press, Frierson notes the lack of human representation, unless the 
individuals were clearly Western. 54 It was probably a combination of the aforemen¬ 
tioned reasons. Publishers may have found the expense and technology of including 
photographic images prohibitive, and foreign companies usually had a variety of cam¬ 
paigns from which to choose. There was little need to risk alienating indigenous tastes 
regarding representation. Furthermore, there was little gender specificity in advertis¬ 
ing, and most ads that claimed to help women, also claimed to help men, either in 
the same advertisement or in a different campaign. 

A leader in this genre of double advertising was Doan’s backache and kidney 
pills. The advertisements used three means for selling their product. First, some 
advertisements utilized both (Victorian) men and women to depict the anguish of 
back pain. Second, other advertisements used the testimonials of contented customers. 
Finally, some advertisements were plain text, explaining the benefits of the pills. 
Occasionally, the advertisements targeted at women state that most medicines are 
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just for men, implying that the pills are specifically for women; yet the company 
continued to run advertisements with male pictures and testimonials, even in women’s 
magazines. 55 With low female literacy rates, having advertisements with androgynous 
appeal was probably just smart marketing. 

Similarly, Scott’s Emulsion targeted a varied audience. The company’s trademark 
picture of a fisherman remained the same, but the opening caption and text would 
change. One advertisement for women announced: “Relief for the pregnant.” The 
text reads: “Women suffer from severe pain when they are pregnant. Although, if it 
were men in this agony, they would scream to heaven.” The ad then points out that 
screaming does not really help the pain, but Scott’s Emulsion is an effective cure. 
Other versions exhort its utility for those who have just suffered from illness, those 
currently suffering from a variety of illnesses, and for teething children. 56 

The names of foreign pharmaceutical agents and companies filled the advertising 
pages of Egypt’s newspapers and journals. Nevertheless, there were also a small number 
of indigenous entrepreneurs marketing their elixirs, cremes, and dentrifices to the 
upper and growing middle class in Egypt. “Health Oil,” an “Eastern” brand of fish 
oil, advertised its availability at the “Health Pharmacy.” Mahmud Effendi Kamil 
promised to cure those afflicted by tooth problems with just one bottle of his remedy. 
Similarly, Faris Antun al-Shami developed a medicine for hair restoration that he 
licensed under the famous Eastern chemist Yusif Effendi Khury. 57 

As previously mentioned, the line between health and beauty products was blurred, 
and like the earliest cosmetics advertisements in the United States, most between 
1890 and 1914 were not gender specific and were aimed at eliminating an unwanted 
problem rather than enhancing natural beauty. New products flooded the market, 
and everything from hair restoration cremes to hair removers targeted both men and 
women. 58 An 1897 advertisement for Rusma Ganibel hair remover contains a sketch 
of a woman in a sleeveless dress. The text advertises the price for a six-month supply 
for both men and women, with women paying 33 percent more. 57 Nevertheless, there 
was no distinction made about how either group would use the product. 

Up until about 1915 there was not much gender-specific advertising, although 
women were clearly targeted in many ads. In comparing a mainstream newspa¬ 
per, al-mu’ayyad and a woman’s journal, anis al-jalis, I found far fewer differences 
than I had anticipated. 60 By current standards, a daily newspaper with a political 
agenda, edited by a Muslim male (Shaykh Ali Yusif) and issued from Cairo, clearly 
ought to be distinct in its advertising from a monthly woman’s journal issued from 
Alexandria, edited by a female Syrian Christian (Alexandra de Avierino). Nevertheless, 
the two journals demonstrated roughly equal proportions of advertising dedicated to 
banking/insurance, as well as transportation and communcation. Both reflected the 
early-twentieth-century boom of advertising for pharmacies, medications, and cos¬ 
metics. The wording of the advertisements themselves did not differ greatly, nor did 
the strategies for selling health/beauty products. 

The biggest difference was the lack of government notices in anis al-jalis , com¬ 
pared to al-mu’ayyad, which received support from the government of Abbas II. 61 
Anis al-jalis filled this gap with more advertising in the realm of specialty shops, depart¬ 
ment stores, and elite service personnel. 62 With respect to the latter, al-mu’ayyad was 
more likely to run advertisments for doctors, lawyers, and dentists. While anis al-jalis 
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contained a number of these advertisements, it was more likely to include other ser¬ 
vice personnel—tailors, governesses, music instructors, and photographers. 63 The 
localized nature of the readership and the more elite target audience meant that it 
was more financially rewarding for small entreprenuers to advertise, particularly if 
they were solicitous to the needs of secluded or semi-secluded women. Anis al-jalis 
advertisements were filled with explicit accommodations for these women, while 
in al-mu’ayyad, and in the mainstream press generally, such measures were either 
understood, unneccessary, or unavailable. 

Another difference between the two publications was attributable to the religious 
inclinations of the respective editors. Although both anis al-jalis and al-mu’ayyad ran 
advertisements for elixirs that contained alcohol as a primary ingredient, I found 
no advertisements in al-mu’ayyad for alcoholic beverages, while they occasionally 
appeared in anis al-jalis. M Whether in Christian or in Muslim-edited publications, 
alcohol was more likely to appear in advertisements as a medication. 65 Interestingly 
enough, in the interwar period, the number of alcohol advertisements increases expo¬ 
nentially. According to Shechter, it “would lead one to believe that the consumption 
of whiskey was replacing that of water in Egypt.” 66 In the pre-war era, advertising 
was not yet dominated by large multinational interests. 

Anis al-jalis was somewhat unique among women’s magazines for advertising and 
among those who advertised, for dedicating such a large proportion of the publication 
to ad copy. Al-sa c ada , a women’s magazine contemporary to anis al-jalis contained less 
advertising and less sophisticated advertising. For example, all of the advertisements 
for anis al-jalis were unique (although the same ad might run repeatedly), while many 
of the advertisements in al-sa c ada were format advertisements, such that all pharmacies 
(or all tailors) had identical advertisements, except for the name and address of the 
businesses. 67 Even the few advertisements that contained borders or sketches shared 
them with others. 68 


Post-World War I Developments in Advertising 


Between 1914/1915 and 1922 advertisements in Egypt developed further. They 
became more ornate, more highly decorated, with varying fonts, and illustrated 
with more frequent, improved sketches. Furthermore, there was greater gender speci¬ 
ficity, and they reflected the expansion of foreign companies and the growing middle 
class. Nevertheless, traditional advertisements still predominated through the period 
under study. Even by the 1930s, advertisements remained product oriented, with 
uncomplicated text, few slogans, and simple illustrations. 69 The most sophisticated 
advertisements of the period between 1915-22 appeared in al-lata’if'al-musawwara. 
This weekly journal was a pictorial compilation of current events, politics, famous 
people, social organizations, sporting events, fashion, and social criticism. The large 
pictures and simple text made the magazine more accessible than other publications 
of the day. A 1920 advertisement for al-lata’if’ s advertisements promised immediate 
results due to the extent of its circulation: 40,000 readers. 70 Although this figure 
appears exaggerated, the magazine certainly had widespread appeal in Egypt and 
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among Arabic readers as far away as Brazil. 71 The trends in al-lataif al-musawwara 
demonstrate the overall trend toward greater gender-specificity in advertising. 

Although some gender-specific advertising took place as early as the 1890s, its 
widespread use does not take place until after 1914. A series of advertisements for 
women’s beauty products ran in al-muqattam in 1892; however, by 1896 the paper ran 
few of these advertisements. The removal of these ads perhaps occurred for two related 
reasons. First, some of the products, for example, a French weight-loss medication, 
may not have had resonance with the population. Many Egyptians, men and women, 
probably would have found the “before” picture more appealing than the “after.” 
Second, advertisers may not have obtained sufficient response to advertisements. 72 
As previously discussed, there were also a small number of elixirs for women, and 
there were some products for men only, for example, hernia belts. 7 ' 1 Nevertheless, 
most advertisements were not gender specific until after 1914. Even products that 
previously made no gender distinction now included sketches/pictures of women (or 
men) or made reference to women (or men) in the text. 74 One Eastern entrepreneur, 
Wadia al-Hawawini, frequently advertised his products utilizing sketches of women; 
and in each ad, enjoined women to request his catalog for health and beauty products, 
including Purge Filles, Dr. Iskander’s pills, lustrous hair restorer, and medications for 
headaches and dizziness. 75 

Although many advertisements after 1914 still called upon the reader to “request” 
or “use” their product utilizing the generic second person masculine singular command 
or the second person masculine plural command, increasing numbers of advertisers 
began to use feminine commands or specifically address women. The header of a 
1915 ad for a department store is in bold letters and says “ ayyuha al-sayyidat ,” or 
“[attention] ladies,” to announce the arrival of the summer line. In a like manner, 
an advertisement for Nadko dye opens with “important news for ladies.” Similarly, a 
1917 De Ricoles mint elixir advertisement uses the feminine command form “request” 
[:utlubi ], although women’s ailments are not actually discussed in the text. 76 

Men, as well, were courted with special cosmetics and an appeal for men’s fash¬ 
ion. Not only did foreign companies and department stores target the stylish male 
consumer, but also indigenous companies. The Egyptian Clothing Company, in 
particular, ran a series of advertisements in 1922 aimed at creating the fashionable 
male. The ads are dominated by a large sketch of a man, clad in a European suit, 
wing-tip shoes, fancy tie, tarbush, and sometimes carrying a walking stick and/or 
cigarette. These advertisements emphasize style, reasonable prices, and quality (see 
figure 4.1). 77 The tarbush and cigarette are meant to target the rising class of new 
effendiyya, which included not just higher-level bureaucrats, but a growing middle 
class of clerks, civil servants, and teachers. 78 

Although advertising from 1890-1914 demonstrated a concern for modernity and 
modern products, this preoccupation increases in the period between 1915 and 1922, 
especially among indigenous companies. The picture used in Sednaoui advertising 
from 1915 to 1917 illustrates this concern. The spectacle of the store with its splendid 
cupolas, huge signs in Arabic and English, and its large windows dominates the central 
space of the advertisement. The store looms over a busy Midan Khazindar and is 
approached by people on foot, in automobiles, in carriages, and arriving by trolley. 
Although most of these people appear in Western clothing, a few figures appear veiled 
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Figure 4.1 Advertisement, Egyptian Clothing Company 

Text: “The Egyptian Clothing Company. The best and strongest type of broadcloth. Prices 
cannot be beaten. Cut of the latest style, overcoats and suits for men, youths, and children of 
all ages. Come one and all to the stores of the Egyptian Clothing Company, near the Lyonnais 
Credit Bank of Cairo. Branches in Alexandria and Tanta.” 

Source: al-lata’ifal-musuwivara. 
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and cloaked. The modern wonder of Sednaoui was to have appeal for those with 
Western tastes, as well as those of a more conservative ilk. 79 The emergence of veiled 
women in advertising was a novelty, not only for Egypt, but for the late Ottoman press 
generally. Elizabeth Frierson discusses an anomalous advertisement for Haim Mazza 
and Sons in 1897. This ad similarly depicts a variety of Western-dressed women, one 
man in frock coat and tarbush , as well as one veiled woman, examining the goods 
at the fabric counter. She reports that within one week this advertisement disappears 
and that she found no similar ad during the period under study. 80 Nevertheless, in 
Egypt this pattern was copied by other indigenous department stores and included 
similar images. 81 

The Egyptian Clothing Company’s advertising between 1921 and 1922 attempted 
to create a positive image of modernity in the industrial process in hopes of sell¬ 
ing more goods. These advertisements incorporated actual photographic images of 
the company’s clean, white-washed exterior; its uniformly organized interior with 
rows of tables and machinery; and its neatly dressed workers (inside and outside 
the factory), clad in suits and tarbushes , 82 By depicting a kinder, gentler factory 
process and attempting to forge a relationship between the consumers and man¬ 
ufacturers, the Egyptian Clothing Company sought a more positive image of the 
industrial process and an association between their product and image. This effort 
meshed with the overall trend toward name-brand recognition, trademarks, and 
patents that had been introduced by Western companies. 85 Rather than associat¬ 
ing a product with a small local storekeeper, the Egyptian would become accustomed 
to associating goods with large national and international companies. As well, these 
campaigns overlapped with “buy Egyptian” strategies (see the following), and once 
again the tarbush emerges as the embodiment of both modernity and cultural 
authenticity. 

During the period between 1914 and 1922, advertisements became not only more 
gender specific and more preoccupied with modernity, but also more sophisticated 
in terms of marketing strategies. Advertisers begin to offer free samples, catalogs, 
and free services with the purchase of goods. 84 Others, selling products unfamiliar 
to the literate Egyptian public, needed to persuade potential customers to get more 
information without wasting undue space on advertising. Thus, catalogs came to be 
used as a means of stretching the marketing dollar. 85 Not only did catalogs help to 
educate the consumer in the large urban center, but they also helped to disseminate 
knowledge and products to more remote areas. Furthermore, they were part of the 
postal revolution described in chapter 2, which helped to provide secluded women 
with greater knowledge of the goods available on the market. 

Other advertisers encouraged greater consumption by offering free gifts or services 
with the purchase of their products. Aziz Mansur offered free tailoring service for a 
suit or overcoat to those who purchased quality broadcloth from his store, promising 
the latest style made to suit the taste of the customer. Likewise, optometrists Lawrence 
and Mayo offered free eye examinations to their customers with a bold-faced header 
asking “Is your vision sound?” Yet another group of enterprising entrepreneurs offered 
free movie tickets to those who frequented their businesses, collected coupons, and 
purchased any daily paper. Thus, they were able to promote their products, reading, 
and a new pastime. 86 
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Finally, one begins to see advertisements that do not look like advertisements. 
One for Morum department store appears to be a feature article of some sort. The 
bold-faced header commands the reader to read the following sentences: 

1. Beauty has a standing that cannot be denied. 

2. An indication of beauty is delicacy. 

3. Delicacy is found in many things. 

4. The most delicate article of men’s clothing is the tie. 

5- The tie gives the impression of beauty in the man. 

6. The most delicate article of women’s clothing is stockings. 

7. Beautiful stockings increase the beauty of a woman. 

8. Look for the most beautiful pieces of these two articles [of clothing]. 

9. Find them today at Morum. 

Aside from the border, this example neither looks like nor reads like an advertisement 
until the last line. While appearing to be factual, it discusses “delicate,” or rather 
intimate, subjects regarding the body of the man and the woman, without depicting 
either the articles in question or the human body. 87 

Even more innovatively, a Turkish patisserie owner ran an advertisement that 
resembled a human interest story. There is no border defining the advertisement, and 
two-thirds of the ad copy is a picture of the woman standing in the doorway of her 
establishment wearing a short-sleeved, ankle-length white dress and white scarf. The 
caption reads: 

This is a picture of the only Muslim lady who removed the veil from her face and plunged 
into the realm of work and diligence; she is a Turkish woman named Hala Hanum. She 
opened a small, charming, clean store that produces Eastern and Western confections 
and perfumes, selling them at the beginning of Sawaris Square Street in the capital. Her 
store, with respect to proficiency, cleanliness, quality, and service to the public, exceeds 
that which is displayed in European stores. So it is proper that these Egyptians and those 
who encourage her work go to her store, which is worthy of all help from Easterners. 
The name of her store is the White Rose. 88 

Were it not for the fact that the advertisement ran repeatedly, one might question 
whether or not it was an advertisement at all. Furthermore, it is interesting not only 
for its format, but for its strategy of encouraging Egyptians to patronize Eastern 
establishments and encouraging women outside the realm of the home. The use 
of the term Eastern is notable since it separates her from Westerners/foreigners and 
demonstrates a larger collective sense of identity, not surprising from the non-Egyptian 
editors of the magazine. 89 The Levantine-Christian editors judiciously highlighted the 
fact that Hala Hanum was Muslim, but chose to embrace her Eastern-ness instead. 

Another change by the early 1920s is evidence of a growing middle class with greater 
purchasing power. One piece of evidence in this puzzle is the growth of advertising 
for affordable vacations and hotels. Previously hotel advertisements were mainly in 
the foreign press and guidebooks. These advertisements tended to be for the most 
exclusive hotels with numerous amenities and services (see chapter 3). Occasionally, 
advertisements for these first-class hotels would appear in Arabic journals as well. 90 
By the early twenties, hotel advertisements begin to appeal to people of more modest 
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means. Two 1922 advertisements in al-lata’ifal-musaivwara demonstrate this trend. A 
small hotel in Ras al-Bar merely advertised that it was a clean, family place with filtered 
water and reasonable prices. The other, somewhat flashier, advertisement encourages 
readers to leave the heat of Egypt for the beauty of Lebanon without exceeding the 
cost of an Egyptian vacation. Although the office of the company is located in stylish 
Midan Khazindar, it stresses affordability and accessibility over modern amenities and 
extensive customer services. 91 The previously discussed new effendiyya were targeted 
as the Egyptian economy stabilized in the postwar years. 92 

Although the periodization has some parallels with Western advertising, that is, 
greater gender specificity, concern for modernity, and increasing levels of sophis¬ 
tication, Egyptian advertising is distinct from Western advertising, especially where 
women are concerned. A major difference was the need for special services and accom¬ 
modations for secluded and partially-secluded women. Ironically, department stores 
in the United States concerned themselves with men’s need for separation, since 
shopping was viewed as the woman’s domain. Therefore, stores often placed their 
men’s department in a separate building or near an entrance so that men would not 
be sucked into the female vortex of shopping. 91 In contrast, advertisements in the 
women’s press in Egypt, in particular, stressed the special needs of “national ladies” and 
those confined to the home. 94 As for the latter, they could call for ice cream delivery, 
be photographed by a female photographer in their home, be seen by a female doctor, 
tailored for by a female seamstress, or have goods from the Printemps department 
store sent to their home for a private showing. 95 Thus, many goods and services were 
available to women (often by or through women) in their homes. 

As discussed in chapter 3, it was not only mixing of the sexes that bothered critics 
of Western consumption, but also interclass mingling. For those women who chose to 
leave their home, but wanted to avoid contact with unfamiliar males and unsuitable 
females, they could patronize stores with special branches, special salons, and/or 
partitions separating them from other customers. For example, Madame Massert’s 
boutique advertised a special salon for “national ladies,” and Maison Stein advertised a 
special branch for women’s clothing. 96 The famous Egyptian feminist, Huda Shaarawi, 
writes in her memoirs of her early experiences in Alexandria’s department stores. She 
would arrive on the scene cloaked and veiled, accompanied by a eunuch and a retinue 
of servants. She would then be led to the women’s section and screened from view 
by partitions. Later she was able to reduce the chaos by convincing her mother to 
accompany her on shopping trips. She writes that her mother was “quick to see the 
advantages of shopping in person. Not only was there a wide range of goods to choose 
from but there was money to be saved through wise spending.” 97 

Whether in their own homes or in protected environments, women could seek 
the services of other women. Although most female service personnel advertisements 
were placed by foreign women (either western European, Greek, Italian, or Syrian), 
a few were placed by Egyptian women. The women who advertised helped to blur 
the boundary between public and private by appearing as examples and by encour¬ 
aging women to seek their services inside and outside the public sphere. As well, 
women working in establishments that catered to women served the same func¬ 
tion. Contemporary observers remarked that most shop-girls were either foreign or 
Coptic. 98 
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A second major difference between Egyptian and Western advertising targeted at 
women was the lack of emphasis on labor-saving devices and the lack of advertising 
for soap, cleaning agents, cleaning devices, and ready-made foods. These products 
played a major role in Western advertising, but scarcely appear in Egyptian advertising 
before 1922. Aside from a single one-line advertisement in 1904, the first soap adver¬ 
tisement I encountered was in 1922, and there were almost no others." I found no 
advertisements for cleaning compounds, mops, or vacuum cleaners during the period 
under study, and there are almost no advertisements that actually show women doing 
housework. In an advertisement for Glaxo dry milk, a woman is depicted cooking, 
but this was an exception rather than the rule. 100 Moreover, processed foods were 
rarely advertised, aside from dry milk and children’s formulas. 101 

The literate female public had little need for cleaning agents and ready-made 
foods. Even by 1917, the literacy rate in the governates of Cairo, Alexandria, and the 
canal district was only 17 percent among Egyptian women and other local subjects. 
Literacy rates tended to be lower among older and married women, and higher among 
unmarried, young women. 102 Among reading and even “onlooking” women, the vast 
majority did not need cleaning agents and labor-saving devices because they had at least 
one servant to do the most menial housework and/or certain tasks, for example baking 
or laundry, took place outside the home. As literacy seeped into the lower-middle class, 
many of those women were still too young to have their own household or a need 
for those products. With regard to soap, it fell into a category of products that had 
a long tradition in the region, and therefore needed no advertising. While soap may 
have been a nineteenth-century novelty in Britain, its regular use in the Middle East 
dates back to ancient times. 10;> Indeed, soap was considered such a necessity that it 
frequently appeared in nafaqa [divorce maintenance] awards, along with items such 
as meat, bread, and oil. 104 As for depictions of women doing housework, even by 
the 1930s, these were rare. 105 Finally, the major exception to the processed-food rule 
can be easily explained by current advice in women’s magazines and columns, which 
strongly advised women against the use of wet nurses (see chapter 3). For upper-class 
women who chose not to nurse, ready-made formula provided an easy solution. 
Egypt had extremely high infant mortality rates, and doctors in Egypt led campaigns 
for post-natal health, promoting breastfeeding or formula over unpasteurized milk. 
Dr. Shakhashiri went so far as to recommend the Glaxo brand, pointing out that 
“its only drawback is its price.” 106 The enterprising staff at al-latdif al-musawwara 
incorporated the endorsement in its 1922 Glaxo campaign. 107 

A third aspect of advertising in Egypt that is not a concern in the West, is the issue 
of imperialism and the clash of cultures. Over the course of the nineteenth century, 
Egypt was being incorporated into a world economy, not only financially, but also 
culturally, socially, and intellectually. The financial chaos brought about by Ismail 
meant a decline in foreign investment. However, after the British occupation and 
Egypt’s return to solvency, foreign investment returned and advertising reflected the 
further infiltration of foreign companies. Much like the advertisements in the foreign 
language press in the United States that attempted to “Americanize” immigrants, 
foreign companies in Egypt sought to “Westernize” Egyptians by selling new products 
and a new style of living. Early on, these products included items to regulate life, 
for example, clocks and watches, as well as items for the proper home, such as 
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electrical lights; Western-style bath fixtures; salon and bedroom furniture; pianos; 
sewing machines; and phonographs. 108 As previously discussed, advertisements for 
Western-style medicines, elixirs, and cosmetics, as well as for the modern pharmacies 
in which they were purchased, attempted to convince Egyptians of new means for 
coping with the challenges of modern life. 109 Other items, such as alcoholic beverages, 
false teeth, and surgical tools, also aided the “New Egyptian” in his/her assimilation 
to modem life. 110 

The availability of European and imported fabrics, as well as ready-to-wear cloth¬ 
ing, meant that the latest European styles became accessible to the fashion-conscious 
Egyptian. During the nineteenth century, advances in dressmaking technology— 
patterns, the tape measure, and the sewing machine—made it easier for Egyptian 
women to keep up with the latest continental fashions. 111 Turn-of-the-century adver¬ 
tisers stressed the availability of imported broadcloth, fine satins, linens, and other 
fabrics, while tailors offered their services to create the latest styles. As ready-to- 
wear became more acceptable, more advertisements appeared for clothing. 112 Actual 
pictures/sketches of the garments, let alone women modeling the clothing, were rare. 

Advertising in this era sought to make Egyptians take up new pastimes, for exam¬ 
ple, bicycling and photography. In particular, from 1921-22 Kodak waged a new 
campaign aimed at making photography seem easy, affordable, and accessible. These 
advertisements read much like the Kodak advertisements ten to thirty years earlier 
in the United States. For example, the header of one advertisement reads, “Use this 
camera and your success is guaranteed.” The text explains the camera’s compactness 
and affordability. Another advertisement shows a hand carrying five rolls of film, and 
the text reads, “Take this quantity of film, and you can make the most beautiful 
photographic pictures with Kodak.” The text adds that one can learn how to use the 
camera in half an hour and that prices vary from 75 to 2,000 piastres. 113 

In order to be completely successful, Kodak had to incorporate the camera into the 
lifestyle of the bourgeois Egyptian, male and female, young and old. Much like the 
early-twentieth-century American advertisements, the Egyptian version associated 
the camera with the stylish traveler. A frequently run advertisement in 1921 portrays 
a chic Western-looking woman at the train station with a Kodak dangling by her 
side. The header reads, “Take Kodak with you,” and the text encourages the reader 
to take the camera on all outings, once again stressing the ease of use. In 1922, 
Kodak began advertising its “Brownie” model, which would enable children to use 
Kodak products as well. Nevertheless, Kodak could not adopt Western methods 
and materials indiscriminately and achieve its objectives. In order to better approach 
the Egyptian woman, in late 1921, Kodak switched its model from a Western one 
to a Middle Eastern one, who appears in two separate advertisements. The new 
model is clad in a tarha and yashmak, but has her forearms exposed. She is grinning 
vacuously and holding a Kodak camera. The first advertisement has a catchy and 
familiar heading, “Don’t let the good times pass, save them forever with Kodak,” and 
once again the text stresses the ease of use—it now takes only five minutes to learn. 
The other header boasts, “If you want success in photography, use only American 
products,” and the text goes on to discuss Kodak products (see figure 4.2). 114 Both 
of the advertisements mention the fashionable Midan Opera address of the company, 
located in the Shepheard’s building. 
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Figure 4.2 Advertisement, Kodak 

Source-, al-lata ifal-musawwara. 


The new Kodak model merits discussion on a number of levels. Aside from the 
previously discussed cloaked figures approaching department stores, she is among the 
first attempts at creating an indigenous representation of womanhood for an advertise¬ 
ment. Although it is a handrawn sketch, her features appear quite Western, and were it 
not for the tarhha And yashmak, we might assume that she was Western. Furthermore, 
her arms exposed to the elbows undermine the authenticity of the representation. If 
she were home, she would not need the head-coverings, and if she were outside, she 
would be too scantily clad. Creating a model to appeal to the New Woman would 
not be easy, and it was only in its earliest phase as this study closes in 1922. 

Another pastime promoted in Egyptian advertising was cigarette smoking, which 
was part and parcel of the new, reformed pace of effendiyya life in the late nineteenth 
century. As the twentieth century progressed and mechanization of cigarette produc¬ 
tion arrived in Egypt, the need to expand the market grew. Thus, beginning in the 
1920s, there were efforts to attract female smokers. 

Cigarettes make for an interesting contrast with the American context. Tobacco was 
a New World crop that reached Europeans and Middle Easterners by the seventeenth 
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century. Unlike coffee or tea, whose consumption expanded as a result of imperial 
backing, tobacco consumption grew worldwide based upon consumer demand. In the 
American context, smoking was a gendered pastime associated with male consump¬ 
tion through pipes and cigars. When mechanization began in the 1870s, American 
tobacco advertising grew tremendously, as did the number of cigarette consumers. 
Nevertheless, there were taboos regarding women and tobacco. It was not until 1926 
that the American Tobacco Company placed a woman in an advertisement, and it 
was another year after that before advertisements actually depicted women smoking. 
Similar to indigenous women not appearing in Egyptian advertisements, the use of 
Turkish/exotic women was common in American campaigns, although they did not 
appear smoking. Egyptian companies exporting to the United States and Europe used 
collector-series cards with pictures of women in sexually suggestive poses to entice 
male consumers. 115 

In contrast, by the nineteenth century, tobacco consumption in the Ottoman 
Empire in general, and in Egypt in particular, took place in all social classes, by 
both men and women. 116 What differed amongst these groups was the quality of 
the tobacco and the device used to consume it. Before mechanization, cigarettes 
were associated with the lifestyle of the effendiyya who lacked the time for elaborate 
smoking rituals. With mechanization underway, advertising among indigenous and 
foreign competitors blossomed. 117 

In 1922, four years before the American Tobacco Company broke the taboo, 
Dr. Bustany’s Healthy Cigarette advertisements employed images of (Western¬ 
looking) women both to promote the glamour of smoking and to appeal to female 
smokers. In one of these advertisements we see a “flapper-type” woman in a sleeveless 
dress, with a burning cigarette dangling between her fingers, standing behind an adver¬ 
tisement bordered in cigarettes (see figure 4.3). The text reads, “Ask for Dr. Bustany’s 
Healthy Cigarettes, free from harm, but not from flavor.” Another advertisement 
depicts a woman’s face emerging from the smoke of a cigarette burning in an ash¬ 
tray. The text boasts, “the tobacco you will always smoke is (Dr. Bustany’s) Healthy 
Tobacco,” pointing out that these cigarettes are “sold everywhere, for men and for 
women.” 

Not only was Dr. Bustany “advanced” in his use of women, but also in the health 
claims made in his promotions. Yet another advertisement utilizing the image of a 
beautiful woman, calls attention to the reader with three bold-faced lines interspersed 
with explanatory text. The first reads, “a word on the side,” followed by “your health, 
your health, your health,” concluding with “void of lethal toxins.” A fourth, text-only 
advertisement offers the most details on these health claims, by calling upon the reader 
to smoke this brand for the “sake of your interests and the interests of your children.” 
Responding to people’s frustrations with modernity, yet playing upon their modern 
concerns over health and family, Dr. Bustany claimed that his cigarettes were free 
from lethal toxins because they were hand-rolled. The ad points out that the reader 
knows nothing about the process by which machine-made cigarettes are produced, 
thus they should use Dr. Bustany’s, which are “scientifically and medically guaranteed 
to be void of the dangerous elements found in other cigarettes.” 118 Dr. Bustany was 
trying to make inroads with the female consumer at a time when supply was rapidly 
increasing due to the emergence of mechanization. 




Figure 4.3 Advertisement, Dr. Bustany’s Cigarettes 

Source', al-lataifal-musawwara. 
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Between 1890 and 1910, both Eastern and Western advertisers of the new spe¬ 
cialty and department stores bragged about the quality of their goods, emphasizing 
their Western origins: “latest clothing from the best companies in Europe,” “seller 
of English goods,” “furniture made of Venetian wood,” “announces the arrival of 
European goods,” “Manchester wools,” and the like. 119 However, by the teens and 
the twenties, as nationalist sentiment grew, few advertisers stated European ori¬ 
gins outright. 120 Instead of announcing the arrival of the latest European clothes, 
housewares, or furniture, stores were more likely to simply announce the arrival of 
goods. 

Similarly, early in the twentieth century, advertisers bragged at their association 
with the khedivial family. However, by the teens and the twenties few such adver¬ 
tisements exist. In 1901 the Widow Sagrestani announced that she was the oldest 
retailer of sewing machines, having served the khedivial family and other notable 
families, and in 1904 L. Kramer and Company highlighted its services as purveyors 
to the khedivial family. 121 These advertisements both occurred during the reign of 
Abbas II, who had considerable popularity and whose memoirs demonstrate a pro¬ 
found love of country. 122 As discussed in chapter 2, the British used the Ottoman 
entrance into the war as a pretext for deposing the vacationing Khedive, bringing 
in his uncle, who was viewed as a British tool. Whether it was the outbreak of 
war, the proclaiming of the protectorate, or the lack of a mobilizing ruler, associa¬ 
tions with the royal family ceased. King Fuad (r. 1917-36) who ruled Egypt after 
his brother Husayn Kamil, had even fewer nationalist threads upon which he could 
cling. Having spent many of his formative years in exile, he never even mastered 
the language of the country over which he ruled. Thus, it is not surprising that 
I found no associations between products and the royal family in the last years of 
this study. 

Not only were links to the royal family common in the early twentieth century, 
some advertisers appealed to protonationalist sentiments by advertising them¬ 
selves as “national” [watani] or by demonstrating their concern for the needs 
of the country. As early as 1902, Hasan Bey Madkur advertised his store as 
the “biggest national commercial establishment in Egypt.” 123 A foreign company, 
Walker & Meimarachi Limited, not only boasted about the variety and quality of 
its goods, but it also claimed to show concern for the needs of the government and 
the army. 124 

As the British occupation became more entrenched and the infrastructure of colo¬ 
nialism grew, response to the imperialism of goods and services became greater, 
particularly after the outbreak of World War I. In 1915, Ahmad Kamil advertised 
himself as a “national trader” with a “national store” carrying only “national prod¬ 
ucts.” He highlighted the quality of his merchandise and was careful to point out 
that his store was larger than foreign ones, offering all things necessary for men, 
women, and children. Similarly, Muhammad Amir advertised his store as an “Egyptian 
national sales showroom” [sala al-biyu c al-misriyya al-wataniyya\. As previously dis¬ 
cussed, the White Rose advertisement encouraged Easterners to patronize Eastern 
establishments, pointing out that the store’s quality, cleanliness, and service surpassed 
that which was found in foreign patisseries. As well, the aforementioned Egyptian 
Clothing Company campaign stressed the quality, workmanship, and affordability 
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of clothes produced by “the hands of Egyptian workers.” Ilyas Addad’s furniture 
store also featured “national craftsmanship” produced by “the hands of citizens” 
[i bil-warsha al-wataniyya wa hi ayadi c ummal ivataniyyin}. Finally, the previously 
mentioned movie offer was sponsored by a group of Egyptian national traders 
[al-tujjar al-misriyyin ]. 125 

In her study of the late Ottoman press, Frierson found consumer trends toward 
“anti-Western, buy-local” (later buy-Turk) sentiments that were similarly “adopted, 
internalized, and refined” by advertisers. 126 Nevertheless, she documents evidence of 
religious segregation, mandated by the state, although not necessarily observed by the 
consumers. 127 Some of the earliest and most successful commercial establishments in 
Egypt were run by Jews and Levantine Christians. These establishments were portrayed 
as “Egyptian” or “Eastern” in contrast to firms such as Printemps, Singer, or Kodak. 
The Egyptian press, with its significant Christian and Syrian elements, affirmed an 
Egyptian identity rooted in “Eastern-ness.” The Egyptian flag chosen by nationalists 
during 1919 Revolution symbolized this identity. Aiming for Egyptian distinction, 
the color of the new flag was Nile green, unlike the Ottoman and khedivial red flags. 
It adopted the (Islamic) crescent and star of the nineteenth-century Ottoman flag, 
adding two additional stars; yet it was distinct from the khedivial standard that bore 
three crescents and three stars, which had symbolized Muhammad Ali’s success on 
three continents (or his mastery over Egypt, Nubia, and the Sudan). Instead, the three 
stars would represent each of Egypt’s religious communities: Muslims, Christians, 
and Jews. 128 

Political activism triggered by the 1919 demonstrations (see chapter 5) and contin¬ 
uing through Egypt’s partial independence in 1922, encouraged more overtly political 
advertising. Ironically, it was foreign companies who took the lead. In much the same 
way that some products in the West tried to appeal to suffragettes by linking political 
freedom to consumption, a 1922 ad for a nursing supplement attempted to play on 
the nationalist sentiments of women who had participated in the 1919 Revolution 
(see figure 4.4). The central figures of the advertisement are two women carrying a 
banner. One of them is clearly upper class as revealed by her high-heeled shoes, mid- 
calf-length cloak, and light yashmak. The other woman is of more humble origins 
as seen by her slipper-type sandals, more modest cloak, and her burqif. The ban¬ 
ner reads, “Oh, nationalist mothers, among the most sacred of your duties is raising 
healthy children for the nation, use Lactagol.” The text explains the benefits to both 
mothers and their children, as well as the availability of the product at all pharmacies. 
It also points out that Lactagol is available by mail from the foreigner Kingston Lorrie 
across from the Savoy hotel. 129 Foreign advertisers were well aware of the issues that 
would catch consumer attention, such as political activism and motherly concern for 
children’s health. 

A 1922 advertisement for Palmolive soap utilized pharaonic images to harken 
Egyptians back to their roots, while simultaneously appealing to their nationalist 
concerns in the post-1919 revolutionary period (see figure 4.5). 130 The advertise¬ 
ment depicts a fair-skinned, “Cleopatra-type” figure gazing contentedly as two dark 
slave men mix some sort of concoction in a large tureen. The text discusses how 
ancient Egyptians used olive and palm oils as natural resources for beauty, the same 
resources to which the modern Egyptian has access via Palmolive soap. Once again, 
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Figure 4.4 Advertisement, Lactagol 
Source : al-lataifal-musaivivara. 


by reading further one finds that the agents are foreign and that the product is 
manufactured in New York. This advertisement represented two common paths in 
American advertising, while adding an Egyptian dimension. First, it employed a 
character embodying traditional wisdom to market a modern product; and second, 
it depicted the parable of “civilization redeemed,” that is, by looking to nature one 
could solve modern problems. 151 

It is not possible to gauge the reaction to the two forms of “nationalist” advertising, 
and thus we do not know for sure which was more effective, the flashier, yet overtly 
foreign, techniques or the “national” store approach. Furthermore, some of the 
“Egyptian” ventures were not as Egyptian as the image they tried to project, espousing 
a nationalist image to gain popular and governmental support, despite ties to foreign 
capital. 132 The only clue we have comes in advertising in the following period. Even 
this attempt is likely to only bring partial results, that is, we see what advertisers 
believe will work, and we assume that it is based upon past experience. 
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Figure 4.5 Advertisement, Palmolive Soap 

Text: “In the days of the the ancient Egyptians, olive oil and palm olive oil were among the 
most important and greatest necessities and beauty aids. Palmolive soap is manufactured today 
from olive and palm oil,...” 

Source-, al-lataifal-musaivwara. 

In the post-independence era al-latdif al-musawwara continued to be a pioneer 
in advertising with its campaigns for the Egyptian Shoe Company employing 
pharaonic motifs and nationalist sentiments, as well as the veiled/non-veiled cus¬ 
tomer approach. 133 Its promotions for Shams Iskandarani and Sons encouraged the 
reader to “praise God” that we can buy from this “national” establishment and not 
resort to foreign ones. Yet another ad informed the reader that (s)he would raise 
the standing of Egypt and Egyptians by patronage of this store. 134 The advertis¬ 
ing staff also began utilizing indigenous endorsements for products, that were not 

necessarily national, for example, Dr. Ross’s Pills and the aforementioned Glaxo 
135 

campaign. 
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Other publications followed the lead and employed “national buying” as a major 
theme. The women’s magazine shajarat al-durr utilized the terms “economic indepen¬ 
dence,” “the Egyptian surpasses the foreigner,” and the like in its post-independence 
advertising. An ad for the Eastern Sweets Factory cautions the reader that men have 
achieved political independence, but that it is incumbent upon “us,” that is, women, 
to achieve economic independence, presumably through “our” purchasing power. 136 
Nevertheless the magazine sold advertising space to foreigners as well. Through¬ 
out the 1920s, the association of consumption, local products/sellers, and national 
duty appeared repeatedly in advertisements. Consumers were even exhorted to buy 
Egyptian beer, since “this is the nation’s duty, and the nation is above everything.” 137 
The common thread linking these campaigns was the staff of the publication itself, for 
where one such advertisement appeared there were usually more. With the passage of 
time, what constituted “national” had more explicitly porous boundaries. From the 
1930s up through 1952, some “national” sellers advertised their imported goods. 138 
Nevertheless, the push to “buy national,” which began during World War I and 
increased steadily up through independence, must have had some resonance or its 
longevity would not have been so pronounced. 

Reaction to imperialism represented more than just a struggle against political con¬ 
trol, it was also a reaction to the spread of foreign ideas, customs, and beliefs. Nowhere 
was this threat greater than in the foreign and sectarian schools in Egypt. Muhammad 
Ali and Ismail’s educational policies allowed a new bourgeoisie of technocrats, admin¬ 
istrators, functionaries, and professionals to advance socially and economically over 
the course of the nineteenth century. 139 By the turn of the century, Egyptians had 
come to view education as a means of advancement in both the government and the 
growing private sector. As education gained significance, competition among schools 
and for positions in schools became fierce. The demand for primary education, in gen¬ 
eral, and female education, in particular, far outweighed the resources available from 
the government. Egypt’s foreign and religious minorities had been creating their own 
schools for many years, some as early as the seventeenth century. As education became 
more of a commodity in the late nineteenth century and the foreign community grew, 
the number of these schools rose dramatically. 140 

Virtually all newspapers and journals covered educational issues ranging from 
tabloid-type coverage of school openings, celebrations, and visits by dignitaries to 
intellectual debates over curriculum and instruction. 141 The editor(s), orientation, 
and target audience of each publication steered the course of educational coverage. 
While women’s education received widespread coverage in the mainstream press, it 
was the most frequently recurring topic in the women’s press. Nationalist and Muslim 
publications laid more emphasis on announcements related to Muslim charitable 
organizations, while publications with Christian editors laid more emphasis on 
Christian charitable organizations and missionary efforts. 142 

Turn-of-the-century advertisements for schools reflect the struggles of Egyptian 
education and the range of options available. Newspapers and journals ran advertise¬ 
ments to suit the needs of their readership. Elite subscribers to publications such as anis 
al-jalis could find a European governess and/or a piano instructor for their daughters 
or find an appropriate school specializing in all of the “theoretical and practical sci¬ 
ences” necessary for girls. 143 Al-muqattam was one of the two most important papers 
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of the late nineteenth century (the other being al-ahram). Its editors were products 
of the Syrian Protestant College and their paper was pro-British in orientation. 144 
Not surprisingly, they ran advertisements for foreign schools in general and British 
schools in particular. Nevertheless, al-muqattam also ran advertisements for local 
schools, as well as individual shaykhs. Advertisements for foreign and local schools in 
al-muqattam emphasized instruction in both Arabic and a European language, as well 
as demonstrating the demand for girls’ education. 145 

In the first decade of the twentieth century a number of new publications, avowedly 
nationalist in character, arose from the longstanding issue of the occupation, sparked 
by individual incidents, such as the Taba affair in 1906 and Dinshawai in 1907. 146 
Mustafa Kamil, who tied Egypt’s nationalism to a pro-Ottoman, pan-Islamic ori¬ 
entation, founded both the National party and its paper, al-liwd . Educational 
advertisements in al-liwa ’ tended to be for “national” schools. The Kamal school 
simply advertised its willingness to take male and female students in preparation 
for the primary certificate, while the Husayniyya school gave more details about 
the qualifications of its instructors, including an English teacher. Like the advertise¬ 
ments in al-muqattam, many of these schools contained girls’ divisions as well. 147 A 
nationalist-leaning paper, such as al-liwa', was also more likely to carry advertisements 
for individual shaykhs, and I even found one for a shaykha in 1904. 148 In the face of 
competition from foreign schools and lack of indigenous schools, these go-getters saw 
the utility of using a new medium of communication to stress the need for traditional 
education. Furthermore, parents who insisted upon sending their children to foreign 
schools to gain the advantages of language instruction and greater career options could 
ameliorate the much-discussed shortcomings of the curriculum by hiring a shaykh. 

Another interesting characteristic of the more nationalist papers was that they 
were likelier to carry classified advertisements for ordinary citizens, both men and 
women. 149 These papers offered widows the opportunity to sell their land and 
unneeded goods and other women a means of redressing grievances. 150 For example, 
one woman issued the following complaint: 

I am the wife Zaynab, daughter of the late Abd al-Rahman of Sayyida Zaynab. I announce 
that a man named Mansur Qasim married me and then left; and he has not returned, 
even until now. I have been unable to find the stamp imprinted with my name, so I have 
engraved another one. For that reason, I am not responsible to anyone for the previously 
mentioned [stamp], so if anything appears from this [stamp] it will be in error and will 
be null and void. 151 

Just as advertisements might empower women or allow them greater entrance into 
the public sphere, they could also be used to bring women back into line: 

On Thursday, December 24th, a girl named Fatima bint Khalifa, age 12, from my 
family, left my house on Suwali Street in Hasaniyya without reason and has not yet 
returned. So please, those who know her whereabouts, return her to us. Thank you. 152 

We can only speculate as to why Fatima left her home or her fate if she returned. The 
importance of this classified advertisement is the fact that the behavior of women was 
a public issue. 
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Conclusion 


Advertising served to blur the boundaries between public and private in Egypt. In the 
public pages of the press, we see the call to women to take up concerns of the family 
and the nation through consumption. This linkage between family, home, and nation 
redefined the boundaries, and advertisers encouraged and stretched those limits. 155 
They assumed that the woman would carry out the role of general purchasing agent 
as was the case in the West. The Egyptian woman would come to be seen as the 
arbiter of taste and consumption for the family, the unit upon which the reformed 
nation would be based. This woman could be reached through the pages of the press, 
whether she read the paper herself or merely looked on as her husband or children 
read to her. Nevertheless, al-Sayyida al-Istihlakiyya in Egypt was not the same as 
Mrs. Consumer in the West. While she lacked the Western concern for detergents 
and ready-made foods, she also demonstrated special needs related to her new public 
role and her burgeoning nationalist concerns. Chapter 5 demonstrates that al-Sayyida 
al-Istihlakiyya was but one face of the New Woman. 



Chapter 5 


al-Sayyida al-Istihlakiyya and 
the “New Woman” 


The New Egyptian Woman and 
Her Western Sisters 

As was the case in the West, al-Sayyida al-Istihlakiyya was created in the pages of the 
women’s press, both in feature articles and in advertising. Nevertheless, there were 
significant differences. As discussed in chapter 4, advertising was not the principle 
source of revenue for many journals. Second, as was the case in Europe and the United 
States, the women’s press was not devoid of men; however, in Egypt, as Marilyn 
Booth and Lisa Pollard have demonstrated, the woman’s question was part of a much 
larger societal question that examined gender roles in the context of anti-imperialist 
nationalism. 1 Debates and discussion in the early “women’s press” must be viewed in 
light of these issues, especially since many articles were unsigned. A third variation 
between contexts dealt with readership. The reading female public in Egypt was a 
much smaller and more elite group. Fourth, Western journals were more sophisticated 
in their exhortations to consumption, that is, there was more congruity between the 
text and the advertising. Thus, in the United States, a woman reading about the latest 
developments in kitchen technology, might view an advertisement for refrigerators 
on the opposing page or in the margins of the same page. In Egypt, even in the period 
up to 1952, such placement in mainstream or women’s magazines was rare. 2 

Nevertheless, in some ways Egyptian publications for women surpassed Western 
ones, due to the difference in the readership. For example, the Ladies Home Journal 
followed a strict advertising code that prohibited mail order ads of general merchandis¬ 
ing, installment buying, alcohol, patent medicines, immodesty in text or illustration, 
financial advertisements, tobacco products, and playing cards. The target audience 
was middle-class white women with a grade school education, and circulation reached 
over one million households. In contrast, women’s magazines in Egypt were targeted 
to a much wealthier, better-educated, smaller audience. Not only did advertisements 
appeal to Western-oriented modes of consumption, such as department stores and 
pharmacies, they were also geared toward a more wealthy woman with needs for 
specialty shops, tailors, governesses, and music instructors. Advertisements targeted 
the modern urban woman with sophisticated tastes and concerns, including many 
of the verboten ads from Ladies Home Journal. Furthermore, the content of the 
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journals was far more substantial intellectually, covering history, biography, literature, 

reform, and other topics of contemporary interest, in addition to topics anticipated 
, • 3 

in womens magazines. 

Other aspects of the “New Woman” differed from her Western sisters, and nowhere 
was this more evident than in Egyptian women’s participation in international womens 
movements. While Egyptian, European, and American feminists could agree on 
suffrage, education, work, rights in marriage and parenting, and the “confinement” of 
separate spheres, Egyptian women took issue with polygamy and divorce (by unilateral 
repudiation). Meanwhile, Western women had more concern over property rights and 
legal personhood, issues that did not impact Egyptian women. 4 Thus, as we examine 
the construct of New Womanhood at the turn of the century, while acknowledging 
the similarity of the discourse, we must trace its evolution from different origins. 
Futhermore, these issues varied across social class and influenced the individual’s view 
of politics in the period following independence. 

Mrs. Consumer formed one facet of the “New Woman” who made her appearance 
in turn-of-the-century Egypt. After the publication of his tahrir al-mar’a (1899) and 
al-mar’a al-jadida (1900), many considered Qasim Amin the “father” of the woman’s 
movement in Egypt. Nevertheless, as Leila Ahmed has argued persuasively, his New 
Woman was neither new, revolutionary, nor particularly Egyptian. She points out that 
others, namely Tahtawi and Abdu, had already written on the subject, that his calls 
for education were no different than contemporary calls in the press, and that instead 
he opted for a class-based critique of Egyptian society. 5 The publication of Amin’s two 
books created a flurry of criticism in the Egyptian press, and his work continued to be 
discussed in the pages of the press throughout the period under study. Nevertheless, 
he was merely one part of a larger discussion about the new Egyptian woman. 

Many authors, mostly male and some female, penned new books (or translations) 
about this New Woman, ranging from her role in the home to her education and 
health. The following titles appeared in the years before and after the publication of 
Amin’s books: The Wotnan in the East, The Life of the Married Couple, The Egyptian 
Woman, Creation of the Woman, Education/Upbringing, Raising Girls, The Progress of 
Families in the Education of Daughters, Mothers’ Advice, Organization of the Elome, 
The Clear Study for Mothers of Today and Tomorrow, The Girl and the Elome, Mistress 
of the House, Girls’ Manners, The Girl’s Upbringing, Women’s Affairs, The Book of 
Women’s Ailments, andWomen’s Lesson f Thus, Qasim Amin and his conservative critic 
Talaat Harb did not write in an intellectual vacuum. They were part of a much larger 
intellectual current, which included the press. Nevertheless, as Booth has convincingly 
argued, Amin was significant precisely because his work “generated a furious and more 
public debate” and because Egyptian feminists and those concerned with the “Woman 
Question” continued to revere him long after his death. The notion that a man in 
his position placed so much emphasis on Egyptian women and their role in defining 
Egypt’s future, raised anxiety, inside and outside of his class. 7 

The New Woman, A Composite View 


Despite differences in nuance and emphasis, the descriptions of the “New Egyptian 
Woman” in the press shared some common characteristics. Her most important roles 
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were as wife to her husband, mother to her children, and administrator of her house¬ 
hold. In the words of a contemporary male observer, “the Eastern woman is raised for 
married life, that is to be a wife, a mother, a household manager, and one who rears 
children.” 8 With respect to her role as wife, most authors, male and female, viewed 
the woman as a partner to her husband. Guided by his/her distinct disposition, each 
partner would complement the other. The man, with his innate physical strength, was 
inclined to labor outside the home, thus providing the material basis of the couple’s 
existence. The woman, with her gentle nature, served as a mental and emotional sup¬ 
port to her husband, the pillar of her family, which in turn was the pillar of society. She 
depended on her husband, who was strengthened by her dependency. Nevertheless, 
she would be the strongest force in her husband’s life, creating a “separate, but equal” 
partnership. Since one spent most of his/her life married, the entire happiness of the 
material world depended on the success of this partnership. 9 While this view sounds 
much like the Victorian, bourgeois view of companionate marriage, it emanates from 
a significantly different context. 

Historically there existed little notion of separate spheres; however, the dic¬ 
tates of Islam as a system of belief and practice encouraged gender segregation as 
an ideal and marriage as an obligation. The Muslim woman could marry only a 
Muslim man, while the latter could choose to marry out of faith, as long as he 
married within the monotheistic tradition. He could take up to four wives, con¬ 
tingent upon his ability to provide equally for each wife; and he had access to 
unlimited concubines. Although Judith Tucker’s recent work on law and family life 
does not deal with Egypt specifically, the findings of the courts in Ottoman Syria 
and Palestine do represent what we might term traditional Islamic notions of mar¬ 
riage and family life. She defines marriage as a “contractual relationship” uniting 
a man and woman. Whether written or oral, this contract traces the couple’s lin¬ 
eage, specifies the mahr, and lists the witnesses. Furthermore, she holds that this 
institution was valued for all members of the community, emphasizing social suit¬ 
ability of mates and recognizing marriage’s utility in channeling the male and female 
libido. 10 

The social suitability of mates usually meant marrying within one’s class. For the 
upper class, political and economic issues were of far more significance than romantic 
notions of compatibility. Additionally, the wealthy were generally the only ones finan¬ 
cially able to practice polygamy, purchase concubines, and have the leisure to seclude 
and veil their women, all of which shaped elite households. Despite the existance of 
these practices, elite women (free and enslaved) often wielded extraordinary politi¬ 
cal and economic influence. 11 Nevertheless, as Mary Ann Fay has argued, after “the 
demise of the household as a locus of power” over the course of the nineteenth century 
in favor of a centralizing state, elite women were left with the residue of polygamy, 
divorce, seclusion, and veiling, but none of the benefits of the old system. She views 
their strategies within women’s organizations as an attempt to bargain for a better deal 
in the nascent Egyptian nation state. 12 

Changes in male and female education created new expectations for marriage at 
the same time that the elite household was being divested of its political function. 
Government schools for boys aimed at creating officers, doctors, teachers, and pro¬ 
fessionals implicitly and explicitly supported the notions of developmental idealism 
(see chapters 1 and 6) and changing patterns of family life. The expansion of the 
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middle class created a new class of men that had not grown up in the traditional elite 
household, yet their material and social expectations were rising. These changes did 
not occur in a single generation or even two. We can examine some of these issues by 
comparing the marriages of Huda and Ali Shaarawi, Safiyya and Saad Zaghlul, and 
Ratiba and Ahmad Chafik. 

Huda Shaarawi (b. 1879) was home-schooled in both traditional and modern 
subjects. When she was just 12 years old, she was betrothed to her married cousin 
and guardian Ali. Her mother Iqbal, a former slave, and her cousin/guardian Ali 
were worried about keeping Huda’s significant inheritance within the family. Her late 
father, Sultan Pasha, had been one of the largest landholders in Egypt. Her mother 
had been influenced enough by changing patterns in society to stipulate monogamy 
as part of her daughter’s marriage contract. 13 The marriage of the 13-year-old girl to 
the established man several decades her senior was not ideal for either partner. As per 
the marriage contract, Ali had divorced his first wife, although within a year she was 
impregnated and he had returned to her. Huda separated from her husband for seven 
years, and returned only when her brother insisted that he would not marry until 
she did so. After the reconciliation she bore her husband two children. 14 Shaarawi 
had married within in her class and stayed married due to family interests. While it 
was her mother’s hope that she might have something resembling a new marriage, 
hers was quite traditional; and it undoubtedly impacted her activism for the rest of 
her life. Concerns for holding land and marrying within the family survived both 
independence in 1922 and the Revolution of 1952. 15 

Safiyya Zaghlul, the daughter of Mustafa Pasha Fahmy, was a woman of similar 
social standing and age (b. 1876). Her father, a member of the Ottoman-Egyptian 
elite, served as governor of Cairo and later served as prime minister for Abbas II. 
She was educated at home by a German governess, and she remained a devout 
Muslim. Given the family’s standing, her father undoubtedly received numerous 
offers for his daughter’s hand in marriage. Unlike Huda, who was betrothed at 
a relatively young age because of the family’s economic concerns, Safiyya was not 
engaged until she was 20. The offer that Mustafa accepted was that of Saad Zaghlul, a 
man 20 years her senior with peasant origins, albeit wealthy peasant origins. His 
law-school training in France and his acceptance at the salon of Princess Nazli, 
made the social-climbing Zaghlul seem a good match for his daughter. Given his 
wife’s position it would be difficult for Zaghlul to take a second wife. All accounts 
of the marriage describe it as harmonious, one that would later be an example to 
the nation. 16 Thus, Safiyya crossed class lines and created a bourgeois, companion¬ 
ate marriage. Nevertheless, the marriage was one that was presented to her by her 
father. 

The situation of Ratiba, the mother of Egyptian feminist Doria Shafik, had some 
similarities with those of both these women. Like Safiyya and Huda, Ratiba came 
from a wealthy, notable family. Like Shaarawi, she was impacted by her father’s death 
and manipulation by her guardian. Ratiba, her mother, and her two sisters moved 
into the home of her wealthy uncle and his Turco-Circassian wife. The latter arranged 
marriages for her own four daughters, as well as for Ratiba and her elder sister. 
While she married her own children to men of the family’s standing, her husband’s 
nieces were engaged to two brothers of distinctly middle-class origins. Ahmad Chafik 
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was a struggling engineering student at the time that Ratiba was betrothed to him. 
Although he achieved success in his career, the couple’s differing origins, lifestyles, 
and expectations were sources of conflict. Ratiba used her superior identity (perceived 
by both him and her) to dominate her husband. Doria’s memoirs speak of her father 
as buying into the notion of companionate marriage. Her mother, while paying lip- 
service to the topic, always detested her inferior position vis a vis her cousins and 
other wealthy family relations. 17 Thus, Ratiba crossed class lines, but her unfulfilled 
(or partially fulfilled) material expectations affected her happiness. 

All three of these examples demonstrate the types of transitions taking place in 
elite households, as well as the role that fathers, brothers, and guardians played in 
women’s lives. The women who crossed class lines to marry carried expectations of 
their socially inferior husband, that is, their marriages would be “new” marriages. 
Women who married up or even horizontally lacked this power, which could also 
be impacted by the death of a father and one’s relationship with her brother(s) or 
guardian. These changes that were just beginning to take place in the late nineteenth 
century, were well documented by the 1930s and 1940s. While memoirs usually 
reflect women’s consent in these unions, there is often some kind of psychological 
duress involved. Furthermore, for women who did not socialize with men, what did 
consent mean? 18 

Conspicuously absent from all of these accounts, based upon women’s memoirs, is 
the male perspective. Male memoirs are less likely to focus on these types of issues. 19 
Certainly one’s childhood experiences and education impacted such decision making. 
While we might never know how Ali Shaarawi felt about marrying his cousin or 
whether he was part of the plot by her brother to reconcile the couple once his child- 
bride had matured, we do know that as an elite male, he had a wide range of choice. 
Middle-class men had certain leeway as well; by marrying up, down, or horizontally 
they could arrange the type of household over which they presided. As the last vestiges 
of slavery waned, concubinage became less of an issue. 

The early twentieth century was a time of flux in which old and new often stood 
side by side. Wealth gave men greater opportunity to seek the household of their 
choice, which could include marrying across cultural boundaries. As discussed in 
chapter 2, Abbas II married a Hungarian woman in one of the more noteworthy 
of such marriages. Another famous cross-cultural marriage was that of Eugenie Le 
Brun, a French woman and mentor to Huda Shaarawi, to Husayn Rushdi, a wealthy 
landowner and politician. Foreign brides were particularly objectionable from the 
perspective of elite women, who stood to lose the most through this practice. It 
also sheds light on elite women marrying middle-class men. Egyptian women of the 
middle and upper class vociferously condemned the practice in the women’s press. 20 
The problems emanating from it took on epic proportions in the sensational trial 
of Margaret Fahmy, a French woman accused of killing her Egyptian husband. 21 
Nevertheless, some foreign wives were accepted into Egyptian society, particularly 
those that participated in the women’s movement, for example, Louise Majorelly, 
the French wife of Wasif Bey Butros Ghali and Hilda Fanous, the American wife 
of Dr. Riad Fanous. Perhaps the practice was better accepted among Christians. 
Egyptian women frequently portrayed these liaisons as taking place with socially 
inferior European women, such as dancers, showgirls, and governesses. 22 Educator 
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Nabawiya Musa, who never even married, felt strongly enough about the issue to 
weigh in on the topic: “A man who marries a Westerner becomes with his children 
Westerners. As for an Egyptian woman, who marries a foreigner (e.g., a Muslim from 
Persia) she is capable of giving Egypt new Egyptians.” 23 

A logical extension of the “New Woman’s” role as wife would be as mother and 
primary care giver to her children. Obviously, the “old” Egyptian woman bore children 
and took care of them. Returning to Tucker and her study of the application of Islamic 
family law, she notes that while the judges were quite reticent with respect to the role 
of procreation in marriage, their discussions of mothering and fathering indicate that 
it was an anticipated outcome of marriage. With respect to parenting, the woman 
“was thought to be equipped [physically and emotionally] for the reproduction and 
care of small children,” a task that fell to her relatives in the case of death. The man, 
on the other hand, was “more qualified to represent the interests of the child in the 
world outside the family and to provide material support,” as well as to care for the 
child once (s)he reached a certain level of maturity. 24 Thus, the role of the mother was 
significant and bore some similarity to the new role; however, her previous incarnation 
had limited utility and was easily replaced once her children attained a certain age. 

The New Egyptian Woman would take a more active, participatory role in this 
process due to the greater extent of her education. She, the mother, was viewed 
as a skilled gardener, who with her gentle nature, loving disposition, and wisdom, 
cultivated intelligent and moral children. The ignorant mother, who lacked these skills, 
or the mother who left the care of her children to servants, could prove detrimental to 
their well being. Her lack of skill would have consequences for the nation, the future 
of which depended on the proper upbringing of children. One author went so far as 
to describe the woman as having a greater impact upon society than any army, while 
another asserted that what an individual gleans from his mother remains imprinted 
upon his mind until death. 25 Thus, the future of Egypt lay in the hands of the “New 
Woman,” for “the future of the child lay in the hand[s] of his mother, and the future of 
the nation [ al-umma\ lay in thehandfs] of its mothers.” 26 Omnia Shakry demonstrates 
that this discourse was not merely a parroting of European models, but represented a 
specifically Egyptian, nonsecular notion of modernity. Even non-Muslim writers, for 
example, the editors of al-muqtataf and al-hilal, wrote in a manner that supported 
and complemented the Islamic tradition. 27 

Finally, the “New Woman” was the general administrator and purchasing agent for 
her home. Whether wealthy or middle class, she was responsible for the careful and 
efficient running of her household. Although she was likely to have servants, the “New 
Woman” had to plan, monitor, and evaluate their work. Without this supervision, all 
comfort, happiness, and harmony would flee the home. This home was analogous to 
a small kingdom, whose future course lay in the wise governance of the woman. In 
order to provide guidance, the woman needed a proper education. To most effectively 
utilize the resources provided by her husband, the woman needed an understanding 
of the principles of economy, as well as a practical understanding of the work to be 
undertaken. Since the nation was nothing more than a collection of homes, once 
again the reform of the nation lay in the hands of the educated woman. 28 

Despite the fact that there were numerous articles on raising children and house¬ 
hold administration, few articles gave concrete advice about how to undertake these 
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activities. Most articles were, in fact, calls for the education of women under the 
rubric of another title. A series of four articles in anis al-jalis in 1899 exemplifies 
this trend, which was present in both the mainstream and women’s press. In one of 
these articles, Alexandra de Avierino explains that tadbir al-manzil is not limited to 
care of the interior of the house and its furnishings, but rather is a more expansive 
field encompassing all aspects of family and social life and should be renamed tadbir 
al-hayat [life administration] or tadbiral-dunya [(material) world administration]. By 
expanding the definition of tadbir al-manzil , she opened the possibility for discussing 
the need for women’s education, women’s rights, and the proper roles of wives and 
husbands. All four of these articles acknowledge the importance of tadbir al-manzil\ 
but they leave out any information on the practical, despite promises in the first article 
to address these issues. 29 

The elite readership and background of its editor made anis al-jalis more inclined 
to the theoretical aspects of tadbir al-manzil. Journals with a wider middle-class read¬ 
ership contained more practical information and items—household hints, sewing 
patterns, and the like. As we shall see in chapters 7 and 8, middle- and upper-class 
women viewed home economics differently. Many of the latter were making the tran¬ 
sition from large, multigenerational households in which women were secluded, to 
nuclear households in which old gender boundaries were eroding. 30 These women 
had a full staff to complete the menial tasks of housework, and thus they needed 
little practical advice. They had much more concern for devoting their energies 
to renegotiating the patriarchal bargain through legal reform. 31 Meanwhile, many 
middle-class housewives were just entering the field of household management, and 
thus, they had a greater appreciation for journals that discussed its practical aspects. 
Efficiency was of more concern to this group, who had fewer (or no) servants. Neither 
they nor their mothers had experienced the effects of polygamy, concubinage, or strict 
seclusion. 

The most informative and longest-running source on housekeeping and child- 
rearing comes from the “ bab tadbir al-manzil ” segment in al-muqtataf? 1 Although 
this department contained numerous articles about the roles of women, women’s 
rights, and women’s education in the abstract, there were also many articles on how to 
actually carry out housekeeping and household organization. 33 Most issues contained 
a series of recipes and/or household hints ranging from how to make sponge cake to 
getting rid of ants, to removing stains from silk. The editors geared this department 
to the middle-class woman, whom they described as “neither very rich nor poor” with 
an income between £200-400 per year. 34 Bab tadbir al-manzil encouraged women 
to keep a watchful eye on her staff, likening the woman who leaves the administration 
of her home to servants to the man who leaves the administration of his work to 
servants. 

In keeping with the themes of self-improvement, efficiency, and thrift of the mag¬ 
azine, the male editors and their female relatives applied these principles to modern 
home economics. Women were to make the most effective use of their time, and 
they were encouraged to take advantage of scientific advances in housekeeping. 36 
Furthermore, the department sanctioned and encouraged the role of the woman as 
the arbiter of taste and function for the household, with articles on interior decoration 
and finance. Such calls were not unique to al-muqtataf. In her study of biography 
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in the women’s press, Booth found similar exhortations, as part of the modernist 
discourse on the New Woman. 37 

According to bab tadbir al-manzil , the woman had to strike a balance between the 
poles of frugality and tasteful consumption. She was expected to create the “proper” 
home without exceeding the finances provided by her husband. The husband and wife 
were to come to an agreement about household expenses based on a frank discussion 
of the husband’s income. With this information, the wife was to budget appropriately, 
planning for all exigencies and emergencies. Quality, which was not measured by price, 
was to exceed quantity. Through thrift and proper management, a woman could have 
a “happy” home on a limited income, continuing to purchase the right items on a 
regular basis. She was responsible before her husband, children, and country for the 
care and appearance of her home, which was symbolic of both the family within it 
and the community surrounding it. 38 In Cairo, keeping up the new home required 
extreme vigilence, given the rampant influx of dust from the surrounding desert. 
Furnishings in the elite eighteenth-century home were somewhat easier to maintain 
in this environment. Only the pillows, trays, and mattresses that were being used were 
pulled out of storage closets, and all furnishings could easily be rid of daily dust and 
dirt. The new home with its new furnishings required more effort. 

To carry out these duties effectively, the “New Woman” had to be a wise Sayyida 
Istihlakiyya. Articles in bab tadbir al-manzil explain both the theory and logistics 
of financial planning. Several articles discussed how to create a budget, likening the 
role of the woman of the house to that of the minister of finance and offering sample 
budgets. In order to effectively track her expenses, the woman had to keep a notebook 
specifically for household accounting. She was to scrupulously record all of her income 
and expenses daily. In doing so, she would avoid unnecessary expense and waste. The 
department also urged the woman to make her own purchases. Women who allowed 
their servants to shop had to carefully supervise them. They had to provide them 
with explicit instructions for buying, and they had to carefully examine all purchases. 
Furthermore, they were to keep up with current prices so as not to be cheated. Whether 
buying items herself or dispatching a servant, the woman was also supposed to adhere 
to the following rules: make a list; buy wholesale when possible; buy with cash rather 
than credit; buy when prices are down, but recognize that perishable necessities must 
be purchased daily regardless of price; buy non-perishable items in quantity; purchase 
quality rather than quantity; and patronize reputable merchants. Obviously, food 
purchases were among the most frequently recurring and needed the most careful 
planning. Articles in bab tadbir al-manzil offered concrete advice on selecting meat, 
fish, and produce. Buying the proper quantity was key so that both borrowing and 
waste could be avoided, and women were urged to recycle their leftovers in soups and 
stews. 39 Not only were women supposed to practice these habits themselves, but they 
were also to impart these values to their children. 40 Furthermore, they were to extend 
these principles of economy to their personal expenses for clothing and cosmetics, 
especially after the financial crisis of 1907 and during the war years. 41 

Although the role of the New Woman appeared to sanction and reinforce notions 
of public/private and male/female, these boundaries were actually in a process of 
erosion. Education and consumerism helped to blur these boundaries for both the 
middle and upper classes. The role of the new woman as general purchasing agent 
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and household administrator meant that more women would leave their homes to 
enter both the traditional markets and the new stores, or at least to maintain a greater 
knowledge about them. Calls for women’s education and its expansion necessitated 
leaving the private sphere to enter schools. To meet the demand for more teachers, 
more middle- and lower-middle-class-women entered the field of education. 

At the same time, women of the upper and upper middle classes entered the public 
sphere in larger numbers through their charitable and women’s organizations. They 
extended their role as caregivers to society at large by creating schools, hospitals, 
soup kitchens, and workshops. Upper-class women, like men, traditionally set up 
charitable endowments ( awqaf ) and gave alms to the poor. After the occupation, the 
British cut back on programs of social welfare and education; and elite women of 
all religions filled the vacuum with philanthropy. By the turn of the century, both 
Christian and Muslim women moved beyond the confines of religious institutions 
to create secular philanthropic societies. As Margot Badran points out, these new 
charitable associations brought elite women into direct contact with the people they 
assisted. Furthermore, as charity moved beyond the context of religious responsibility, 
it became a national duty. 42 Participation in these activities, as well as encouragement 
by the mainstream and women’s press, helped to increase female activitism by the 
time of the 1919 Revolution. In the years after independence, it facilitated women’s 
acceptance in the fields of medicine, education, and social work. 


From Manly Rebellion to the Birth of a Nation: 
Gendered Aspects of Resistance in the Urabi Revolt 
and the 1919 Revolution 


As Lisa Pollard has artfully demonstrated, the 1919 Revolution was “a family affair” 
attended by the New Woman, her husband, and their patriotic children. They were 
quite literally birthing and rearing the Egyptian nation, depicted as a woman. Indeed 
she refers to the nation as a “man’s realm in feminine garb.” 43 Elite nationalist males, 
who spearheaded the revolution, utilized the tropes of motherhood and maternalism, 
to articulate their readiness to take the control of the government. The pictures and 
newsreel footage, as well as the iconography of the period, demonstrate the important 
role played by women, the ideal of the “New Family” of citizens, and the expansion of 
visual culture. In contrast, the Urabi Revolt of 1881/82, which ultimately led to the 
British occupation, was a “manly” event, for the New Man emerged in society before 
the New Woman. Some visual imagery and political iconography exists from the 
period; however, the events of 1881/82 were far more aural in nature. By comparing 
the Urabi revolt and the 1919 Revolution we can see the clear emergence of the New 
Woman and the visual culture that helped to stimulate that emergence. 

The Urabi revolt of 1881/82 was carried out by Egyptian army officers, who were 
dissatisfied with the differential treatment and promotion of native Egyptians versus 
the Turkish-speaking Ottoman elite. At the forefront of the movement was Colonel 
Ahmad Urabi, one of a handful of native Egyptians who had risen to that level in the 
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army, supported by a coterie of (mostly) lower-ranking Egyptian officers. Marsot has 
characterized him as “a good-looking man” and “forceful speaker,” who was able to 
attract audiences by weaving passages of the Quran into his speeches. The movement 
of army officers was supported by a group calling itself the Nationalist Party, and it 
included large landowners of both native Egyptian and Ottoman extraction. They 
sought a greater say in government and a reduced role for the khediviate, given the 
financial mismanagement of Ismail and the entrance of European creditors and consuls 
into the running of the country. Finally, the urban, intellectual bourgeoisie of Muslims 
and Christians promoted a government with some accountability to its people by 
means of indigenous morals and reformed legal institutions. Abdullah Nadim, the 
great orator of the Urabi movement, was a huge critic of blatant Westernization and 
he formulated speeches and articles that would resonate with the listening masses. 
Among all classes and walks of life there was a sense that foreign interests dominated 
in Egypt, whether from the Turkish-speaking elite or bond-holding Europeans. The 
oft-repeated slogan was “Egypt for the Egyptians.” 44 

In opposition to this broadly based, yet loosely focused, group was the Khedive 
Tawfiq and the Europeans. Having participated in his father’s unseating at the hands 
of European powers, Tawfiq was only too aware of how precarious his own position 
in the country was. He readily relied on the British, and to a lesser extent the French, 
for assistance. In Marsot’s words, his immediate entourage of Ottoman-Egyptian 
elites “could offer nothing more than repeated attempts to assassinate Urabi and his 
friends; but since these attempts constantly miscarried, they only served to frighten 
Urabi into taking more drastic action.” 45 The showdown between the two men boiled 
the conflict down to foreign versus indigenous concerns. The main events of the revolt 
were particularly masculine in nature, for example, the demonstration outside Abdin 
palace in which Tawfiq reportedly proclaimed that as Khedive he was free to do as 
he pleased, to which Urabi countered, “[W]e are not slaves and nevermore shall 
be possessed.” 46 The British bombardment of Alexandria and their victory over the 
Egyptian army at Tal al-Kabir further attested to the male-dominated focus of the 
revolt. The British claimed to be temporarily restoring order, yet their forces would 
remain there more than 70 years. Where were the women? While presumably middle- 
and upper-class women would not have involved themselves in such affairs, the lower 
classes generally, and women, in particular, were conspicuously absent. The revolt 
was about the New Egyptian Man, and the resulting occupation brought about his 
emasculization. The Urabi revolt occurred less than ten years after the founding of 
the first government-sponsored primary school for girls. Aside from women of the 
palace, elite women were only in their first or second generation of new education. 
The New Woman was just coming into existance, and there was little visual imagery 
in the press to document her role, if any, in the events. The memories of the Urabi 
revolt are aural in nature: the slogan, the words that allegedly took place between 
Tawfiq and Urabi, the masterfully crafted speeches by the revolt’s leaders, and the 
stories told by generation after generation of Egyptians, about where and how their 
families assisted the rebels. 47 

The 1919 Revolution was, in contrast, an event with greater female participation 
and feminine iconographic overtones. It was the sights, rather than the sounds of these 
events, that are remembered by Egyptians. In the years following the Urabi revolt, the 
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rise of a women’s press and women’s columns in the mainstream press, the expansion 
of female education, the evolution of the Egyptian home and family as the locus for 
reform, and the continued struggle against the occupation, all served to bring women 
out of the confines of the home, both as subjects of a growing discourse on reform 
and as visible actors in demonstrations and organizations. 

As World War I drew to a close, Egyptian nationalists eagerly awaited the imple¬ 
mentation of Wilson’s 14 points, with its promises of self-determination. When a 
delegation [wafd] composed of three nationalist leaders seeking to present Egypt’s 
case at the Paris peace talks was rebuked by the British High Commissioner, the 
nationalist movement turned militant. Saad Zaghlul, the leader of the Wafd, became 
the chief spokesman. Soon afterward, the British attempted to quash the movement 
by exiling Zaghlul and two other leaders. 

Rather than stemming the tide of militancy, the deportation served only to inflame 
nationalist sentiment from men and women of all classes. Newspapers and journals 
were filled with the iconography of the revolution: Egypt as pharaonic woman, a 
female warrior, or simply as a refined and indigenously dressed lady. 48 Egyptians 
showed their support by joining demonstrations, strikes, and walk-outs. Women of 
the lower classes participated in demonstrations alongside their husbands. Women 
of all classes watched from windows, balconies, and roof-tops, encouraging their 
husbands and sons. Upper-class women organized single-sex demonstrations, both 
on foot and in automobiles (see figure 5.1). 49 The Azbakiyya Garden Kiosk served 
as a waystation and meeting place for protestors of all sorts. 50 These are the images 
that remain etched in the minds of Egyptians, although few are alive that actually 
witnessed these events firsthand. At least 800 Egyptians were killed and many more 
wounded in the demonstrations and conflicts during this period. “The Ladies of 
Egypt” sent a note to the Americans complaining of the “persistance of the British 
in employing brute force even toward women,” highlighting the active participation 
of women. 51 

Upper-class women provided a network of organization throughout Egypt for the 
nationalist movement. In early 1920 a group of Muslim and Coptic women headed by 
Huda Shaarawi formed the Wafdist Women’s Central Committee (WWCC). These 
women played a crucial role for two reasons. The arrest and deportation of male 
nationalist leaders left a vacuum in the planning and execution of critical events. By 
involving their wives and daughters, these leaders insured the continuation of the 
movement. Furthermore, the women were crucial links in disseminating informa¬ 
tion. The WWCC worked through female associational networks, linking them with 
middle- and upper-class women throughout the country. 52 

One of the most effective actions taken by the WWCC was to sponsor a boycott 
of British goods and services in January of 1922. These actions did not emerge from 
a void. Booth argues that the genre of biographies written by, about, and for women 
“helped to prepare the discusive ground for nationalist economic activism.” They did 
so by choosing exemplary women and focusing on those characteristics that would 
benefit the current situation. Booth suggests that the biography of Zenobia of Palmyra, 
who wore only Eastern cloth and encouraged indigenous industry, could have sparked 
activism. 53 Surely the examples of women in colonial New England or the more recent 
Swadeshi movement in India could have served a similar function. 
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Figure 5.1 Women’s participation in the 1919 Revolution 

Source: A Woman Tenderfoot in Egypt. 


The boycott organizers recognized the important role played by women as general 
purchasing agents for their homes. It was part of a larger protest against the British 
occupation in general, and the arrest and exile of their leaders, in particular. The 
women circulated a petition calling for the end of martial law and the protectorate, as 
well as the return of Saad Zaghlul. Afterwards, they agreed to an economic embargo 
of British goods and services, including merchandise, merchants, banks, artisans, 
functionaries, doctors, pharmacists, and dentists. According to Badran, “the women 
sealed their resolve with a ‘religious’ oath”: 

We swear by God... to boycott the British agressor, to deny to ourselves and to the 
people close to us everything that those usurpers have manufactured .. . their shops are 
forbidden to us. .. their factories are forbidden to us .. . [and] all that is connected to 
them is forbidden to us. God is our witness, and we steadfastly swear by him... . We 
implore you, God, to bring back to us our honest Sa c d, safely and in good health, for his 
sake and the sake of his devoted compatriots, and to bring victory to Egypt and defeat 
to her deceitful enemies. 5 ^ 

The work of the boycott began as a handful of women making telephone calls, and 
within a few hours it evolved into about two dozen women seeking the cooperation 
of merchants. Ultimately, the WWCC boycott reached thousands of women through 
women’s committees in the provinces. 55 

Apparently, the boycott was not taken seriously at first. In fact, the British did not 
acknowledge its significance until after the Wafd announced its support on January 23, 
two days after the British had received the WWCC’s telegram. While the women suf¬ 
fered no ill consequences other than some snickering, the male signatories of the Wafd 
manifesto were ordered arrested and the newspapers publishing the manifesto were 
suspended. Nevertheless, the women took their work quite seriously. Madame Zaghlul 
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herself served only native cakes and tea to an American visitor, explaining “everything 
is made at home because of the boycott,” while Hidiya Afifi (Barakat), wife of a 
prominent Wafdist official, carried her complaints to the streets, monitoring foreign 
stores and shaming potential customers. 56 

Due to its timing, the boycott lacked serious long-term consequences for British 
merchants. The protectorate ended about a month after the start of the boycott, 
and public support waned. Furthermore, many British merchants relied on the large 
foreign community for support, rather than the middle and upper Egyptian classes. 
Nevertheless, according to a contemporary American observer, Grace Thompson 
Seton, the boycott did have some serious short-term consequences: “Some firms 
closed, some suspended business and others had liquidation sales.” 57 Furthermore, the 
women did receive the support and admiration of Wafdist men. Wasif Ghali praised 
the women’s efforts as “the most powerful and effective of our peaceful weapons in our 
legitimate struggle,” and Saad Zaghlul indicated his appreciation after his return from 
exile. 58 In addition to the boycott, the WWCC carried out other economic activities 
with greater long-term significance for the nationalist movement. The women of the 
Wafd realized the importance of founding a national bank. They organized committees 
to sell shares for the fledgling Bank Misr, and they even bought the first shares. 59 
Furthermore the women of the WWCC created new associations, for example, the 
New Woman Society, and interacted with others spawned in emulation, such as 
the Society of the Egyptian Women’s Renaissance and the Society of Mothers of 
the Future. 60 

The WWCC boycott of British goods is symbolic of the new role of women for two 
reasons. First, its organizers were part and parcel of the growing nationalist movement, 
and they received the tacit support ofWafdist men for this new and public role. Second, 
by organizing a boycott and working through women’s associational networks, they 
were acknowledging the growing role of middle- and upper-class women in the public 
sphere and empowering them to take part in the nationalist movement. It made the 
women feel as though they were doing something at a time when both men and 
women felt impotent. Ellen Fleischmann’s use of oral history as a source for the 
Palestinian Great Revolt of 1936-39 underscores the positive feelings generated by 
the economic boycott there. More than five decades after the events in question, 
she records the recollections of two women, who as teenagers, participated in an 
economic boycott, even carrying it years beyond its official cessation. They discussed 
their feelings of great pride, as they refused themselves the joy of the Jewish-owned 
cinema, despite their great desire to see Gone ivith the Wind . 61 Cast in this light, 
the “national” advertisements of the 1920s, discussed in chapter 4, are more clearly 
understood. 

Nevertheless, the weakness of the boycott highlighted the uneven nature of con¬ 
sumer development in Egypt. The targeted stores and items had an elite and limited 
audience. Unlike the United States where the new shopping districts and new stores 
tended to drive old-fashioned establishments out of business, in Egypt, the new stores 
developed in a system parallel to the old shopping network. Thus, the foreign patis¬ 
series, which Madame Zaghlul scrupulously avoided, did not displace the traditional 
makhabiz, nor did the new department stores with their modern housewares divi¬ 
sions replace the old copperwares market. While the pattern of Western consumer 
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development could be replicated in the capital and other large cities of the delta, it 
never overtook or even overshadowed the consumer society that existed before it. 

The people who shopped at the stores affected by the boycott were the same people 
with access to the advertisements in the press. The audience of those advertisements 
had grown both vertically and horizontally between the 1860s and the 1920s. No 
longer were ads merely aiming at upper-class men, who were able to read the stilted 
prose of al-waqa c i al-misriyya. As we have seen, the audience grew to include both 
men and women, and by the 1920s it reached into the middle class with promises of 
affordable vacations, new hobbies, and fashionable clothing. The growth of publica¬ 
tions, such as al-lata’ifal-musaivwara, encouraged these trends. One no longer needed 
a higher education to read, or even listen, to the new magazines. 


Feminism, Political Activism, and the New Woman 


The role women could take in buying for their home, participating in charitable 
activities or even participating in the 1919 demonstrations did not necessarily mean 
that all women were politically activated or would remain inclined to activism. The 
story of two women, Dorrya Fahmy and Doria Shafik, both of whom studied at the 
Sorbonne, is telling of these circumstances. Dorrya Fahmy (b. 1902) had a privileged 
upbringing. 62 Fler Turkish grandfather was a legal advisor and judge for the govern¬ 
ment and her father, a lawyer. Her mother, orphaned at a young age, received an 
education at a Franciscan School run by the Italian community, where she remained 
until she was married at the age of 16. Doryya received no early schooling outside 
her home, where she had a French governess. Not surprisingly, in terms of reading 
and writing, Fahmy always felt more conversant in French than in her native tongue. 
As she approached the age at which her family felt that she ought to be married and 
made preparations in that direction, Fahmy penned a series of anonymous articles 
in La Reforme and La Bourse disparaging arranged marriages. She confided in only 
one family friend that she had written these articles, and this individual passed the 
information along to Ali Maher, who at that time was the Minister of Education. 
He suggested that Fahmy could solve her dilemma by studying in France. At first 
Dorrya was somewhat concerned since she had never attended any formal type of 
school nor did she have any diploma whatsoever. Whereas most educational mis¬ 
sions had focused on sending women to England, Doryya had the opportunity to 
go to France and attend the Ecole Normale Supereure of Sevres. Her sister was com¬ 
pletely shocked and humiliated that Doryya’s goal in life was to become a teacher. 
In 1925, when she was in her early twenties, she boarded the ship for France, dis¬ 
carded her j /asbmak, said goodbye to her life in Egypt, and felt a tremendous sense of 
liberation. 

Fahmy continued her studies in France for more than ten years. After receiving her 
teaching certificate she went on to the Sorbonne, where she studied French literature, 
civilization, and history, in addition to musicology. She met her husband, an Egyptian, 
who also had come to Paris to study. Her first child, a daughter, was born in France; 
and she brought the child back to Egypt, returning to complete her doctorate d’etat in 
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French literature in 1935. Not only was this a rare event for an Egyptian girl, but for 
French women as well. Fahmy’s recollection was that it was just weeks before her when 
the first French woman received doctorate d’etat. When she returned to Egypt, there 
was literally no place for her in the university system, which not only lacked women, 
but in the case of the French department, also lacked Egyptians. Her husband, in 
archeology, faced similar discrimination. 6 5 

She believes that if it had not been for the efforts of Ahmad Lutfi al-Sayyid, 
then rector of the Egyptian University (later Fuad I/Cairo University), she may not 
have ever worked. Lutfi al-Sayyid, the liberal intellectual and nationalist, felt it was 
important for Fahmy to join the faculty and facilitated her entrance. She remained 
there until the opening of Alexandria University (then Faruq I University) in 1945, 
and she continued working until the mid-1980s. 64 

I asked Fahmy if she were involved with the women’s movement in Egypt. She 
rolled her eyes and stiffened her posture, informing me in no uncertain terms that 
she was not a “feminist.” Clearly this came as somewhat of a shock at first—a woman 
who rebelled against an age-old institution and sought an acceptable solution; cast off 
her veil aboard ship, a la Huda Shaarawi; completed a degree that was rare not only 
for Egyptian women or men, but even for French women; published her first research 
on author George Sand, and faced horrendous discrimination by French nationals in 
the university and continued working until she was more than 80-years-old—yet, she 
rejected the feminist label. After she explained her reasoning, the situation became 
clear. Her feeling was that by the 1930s the feminist movement had become too 
intwined with politics, for which she had no interest. Learning the history of another 
New Woman, Doria Shafik, sheds further light on this issue. 

Doria Shafik’s (b. 1908) story bears uncanny resemblance to Fahmy’s, yet it departs 
from it in significant ways. Although not part of the Ottoman-Egyptian elite herself, 
through her mother’s family she was connected to the world of privilege. Unlike 
her cousin who had a European governess, she had one from the Levant. Initially, 
she could only afford “the miserable Italian nuns’ school in Mansura.” Eventually 
she moved up the pecking order of schools enrolling in a more presitigious French 
mission school, Notre Dame des Apotres, the same school her mother had attended. 
Like Fahmy, French was her preferred mode of written expression. 65 

Although the status of the school improved, conditions there were not ideal. Harsh 
discipline and the constant comparison with her wealthier relations often depressed 
Doria, not to mention the separation from her mother. When she was not yet 13, 
Doria’s ailing mother betrothed her to the wealthy nephew of one of her least favorite 
relatives. After her mother’s death, Doria must have confided her feelings to her father, 
who together with her, broke the news to her grandmother that she did not wish to 
marry this fellow. She then moved to Alexandria with her father and studied at a French 
mission school there. Doria contemplated various careers, including secretarial work. 
Her elder sister Soraya, like Fahmy’s sister, was concerned about the choices her sister 
was making; however, she couched her complaints in terms of concern for her sister 
rather than the family name. Soraya was able to dissuade Doria from secretarial work, 
arguing that it might wreak havoc upon her marriage prospects. 66 

After watching her brothers get sent to Europe for their studies, Doria wrote a 
letter to Huda Shaarawi seeking assistance so that she too could go abroad to study. 
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Shortly thereafter, Doria won an essay contest, writing on the subject of Qasim Amin 
(d. 1908) on the twentieth anniversary of his death, and she was invited to appear at 
the Azbakiyya Theater with Madame Shaarawi. The next day, Doria received word 
from the Ministry of Education that a scholarship had been arranged for her to attend 
the Sorbonne. Refusing to conform to the ministry’s notion of what a woman ought 
to study, she insisted upon philosophy. 67 

Like Fahmy, Shafik found an Egyptian husband in Paris, yet hers came after two 
false starts, namely, two broken engagements. Ironically, she ended up falling in 
love with the son of her mother’s cousin. The couple returned to Cairo in 1939, 
although Doria had to go back to Paris the following year to defend her two theses, 
one on Egyptology and one on women’s rights in Islam. 68 For awhile she worked as an 
inspector (of French) for the Ministry of Education; however, she craved something 
different. Shortly thereafter, she accepted an offer sure to anger her mentor and 
benefactress Huda Shaarawi. Princess Chivekiar 69 invited Doria to edit a new journal, 
the French-language paper for her New Woman Society [La Femme Nouvelle ] 7 ° 

The offer, the circumstances surrounding it, and Doria’s reasons for acceptance 
were all probably part of the reason that Fahmy so eschewed the notion of feminism 
and the women’s movement. Within a year of Egypt’s partial independence in 1922, 
Huda Shaarawi broke away from the New Woman Society and created the Egyptian 
Feminist Union (EFU) in 1923, with a decidedly political platform, while the for¬ 
mer maintained the profile of a benevolent association with Princess Chivekiar as its 
patroness. These two women remained competing poles of elite feminism and philan¬ 
thropy on the one hand, and party politics and the monarchy on the other. 71 Chivekiar, 
with her numerous ex-husbands and sychophants, was at the center of a number of 
palace controversies, once again creating an intersection between the politics of the 
royal family and women’s roles within the nation. Accepting Chivekiar’s offer would 
be tantamount to a slap across the face for Shaarawi and her partisans. Furthermore, it 
would mean tacit support for the monarchy, which was quickly losing face amongst the 
Egyptian people. Nevertheless, Shafik believed that working through existing power 
structures and utilizing available funds were the most expedient means of helping 
other women and advancing women’s causes. She later founded her own magazine, 
bint al-nil in 1945, and her own leading women’s association after Shaarawi’s and 
Chivekiar’s deaths in 1947. 72 


Conclusion 

Although the New Woman was part and parcel of the debate regarding the future of 
Egypt and the activism of the 1919 demonstrations, allegiance to politics would not 
necessarily define her. The efforts of the first generation of feminists were rewarded in 
the 1920s with some modest gains; however, their aggressive agenda was not achieved. 
W'hile they could claim victory in the realm of compulsory primary education for 
girls and boys, the government lacked the human and material resources to make the 
dream a reality. Discrepancies between male and female education at the higher levels 
remained huge, but were improving. Similarly, in the arena of family law, the EFU 
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demanded an end to polygamy and bayt al-tcf a (a legal precept that could force a 
wife to return to the home of her husband), as well as some restrictions on divorce. 
While these goals were not achieved, they were successful in raising the age of marriage 
and extending the period of maternal child custody. 73 Leadership and patronage of 
groups such as the EFU, tended to fall within the upper class, individuals who either 
experienced polygamy, concubinage, and early marriage in their own household or 
within their parents’ household. Divorce by their husband’s unilaterial repudiation 
was something that Egyptian women of all classes feared. The discourse in the women’s 
press tended to focus more on the creation of the proper household to circumvent 
such a circumstance, rather than trying to prevent men from this course of action 
altogether. Great emphasis was placed on creating a happy and harmonious home, 
the entire responsibility of which fell upon the shoulders of the New Woman. 74 

In the years after independence, particularly after the creation of the bint al-nil 
union, more middle-class women began to enter feminist associations, yet they 
remained marked with the vestiges of competing personalities and elite politics. Ulti¬ 
mately, the New Woman’s role within the home, thus creating the nation as a family 
of homes, was more important. The New Woman could achieve this goal by raising 
the new generation of Egyptians or teaching them. Part two of this work focuses on 
schools, educational discourse, and textbooks. In particular, chapter 6 provides an 
overview of women’s education in Egypt. As we shall see, the new forms of education 
that arose in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, like the new commercial dis¬ 
tricts, did not immediately displace traditional structures. Furthermore, the existence 
of parallel systems of education fit neatly with the British notion of a bifurcated system 
of education based upon class, as well as elite Egyptian class interests. 
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Part II 


Teaching the New Woman 


“The Mother is a School” 

Hafiz Ibrahim 

Translated by Mona L. Russell and Laila S. Russell 

The mother is a school; if you prepare her, you prepare a nation well from its roots. The mother 
is a garden; if you water it, it will flourish. 


I am not calling for women to move about freely among men, unveiled in the bazaars; roaming 
about as they please, unconcerned about being watched or protected. In their homes their 
concerns are numerous, as are the concerns of the lord of the sword and the spear. 

Nor am I calling upon you to be excessive in seclusion, restriction, and oppression. Your women 
are not ornaments or jewels that you place in a safe, fearing for their loss. Your women are not 
pieces of furniture that you acquire [for your] homes, as is common among the swindlers. 


Be moderate between these two extremes, for evil comes from [both] restriction and liberty. 


The Mother is a School,” al-hilal 18, 10 (1910): 582-583 
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Chapter 6 


Education: Creating Mothers, Wives, 
Workers, Believers, and Citizens 


Introduction 


The extract from Hafiz Ibrahim’s poem represents the tensions, ambiguities, and 
characteristics of the “New Woman” in Egypt at the turn of the century. Her role 
in the home and in raising the children was supreme and unquestioned, and it was 
necessary for the cause of the nation. Nevertheless, as she entered the new stores, 
schools, and professions, the extent of her liberties remained a source of debate and 
contention. 

The role of the state in women’s education in Egypt, as in education in general, has 
contracted and expanded according to its developmental needs, as well as its need to 
assert hegemonic leadership. The increasing role of the state in women’s lives over the 
course of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries increased educational opportunities 
for women, but at the same time it has also changed the nature of women’s education. 
Up until the nineteenth century, women’s education in Egypt was related to religion 
and pursued for its own sake by the upper classes. 1 In the nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries, education spread vertically and horizontally in order to serve the 
needs of the state and the growing needs of the population as women became educated 
in order to enter the medical and teaching professions, as well as to become better 
wives and mothers. Nevertheless, the state was slow to spread this education. Private 
enterprise, both foreign and domestic, filled the gap. The British occupation added 
another confusing dimension to this process. Foreigners played a critical role, and 
the occupation heightened awareness of female education and the role of curriculum 
therein. With the emergence of the New Man, middle- and upper-class Egyptians 
sought education for their daughters that would prepare them to become not only 
capable wives and mothers, but also responsible citizens. 
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Pre'Nineteenth'Century Female Education in Egypt 


In addition to elite women, discussed in chapter 2, women of humbler origins received 
education by attending kuttabs , which were theoretically open to women, studying 
with male and female teachers in their homes or informal mosque classes, attending 
more formal classes on an informal basis, or by studying with their learned male and 
female relatives. The curriculum in the kuttabs usually included Quran and hadith, 
and in some cases poetry, mathematics, and Arabic. The quality and quantity of the 
curriculum varied from school to school and teacher to teacher. From what evidence 
exists, girls who attended these schools, albeit few in number, received the same 
education as boys. Nevertheless, we also find evidence from the writings of c ulama ’ 
that suggest that women were taught to read but not to write, and that poetry was a 
dangerous subject area for women. To what extent women were excluded from these 
subjects depended upon both the school and the teacher. According to Edward Lane, 
even few boys learned how to write, except those who were destined for occupations 
in which writing was a necessity. Women who were taught in the home might have 
more limitations placed on their curriculum; however, they also might be allowed 
more leeway. In addition to the subjects taught to boys, girls learned needlework 
and embroidery from their female relatives or a special teacher [mu c allima ]. Wealthy 
merchants also housed small schools in their homes for their children and dependents. 
With respect to Coptic girls, they too could attend the Coptic equivalent of the kuttab; 
however, they needed their mother’s permission. In Cairo, girls generally did not 
attend, whereas in upper Egypt attendance was somewhat more common, at least up 
till the age eight or nine. Home education was also an alternative for Coptic girls. 2 


Government Entrance into Female Education 


The nineteenth century marks a distinct break with the past in the social, political, 
economic, and cultural dimensions of Egyptian life. With respect to women and 
education, this break meant a change in the state’s need, opportunity, and ability to 
integrate women into the workforce in untraditional ways. In terms of the country as 
a whole, the expansion and development of the world economy necessitated changes 
both within Egypt and in Egypt’s relations with other countries. Muhammad Ali, who 
rose to power in 1805, was able to formulate a development program that enhanced 
the changes underway. 3 

The army and expansion were at the core of Muhammad Ali’s program for devel¬ 
opment. In order to facilitate this plan, he had to modify the educational system. 
Rather than building upon the existing system, Muhammad Ali built a parallel 
system. He started at the top with specialized schools for military science, engi¬ 
neering, and medicine. He then worked his way down to the primary level. Initial 
recruitment for the advanced schools would come from the traditional schools, but 
later his new primary and preparatory schools would prove more fertile training 
ground. Muhammad Ali supplemented his program with the use of foreign advisors, 
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translators, and educational missions to Europe. A paternalistic state sponsored the 
entire system, covering tuition fees, books, other educational expenses, and even per¬ 
sonal expenses. Whether in primary, preparatory, or specialized schools, as well as on 
missions abroad, the state strictly governed Egyptian students with careful supervi¬ 
sion, continuous observation, and numerous regulations. Punishment for wayward 
pupils included public reprimand, confinement, a bread and water diet, corporal 
punishment, and expulsion. The state was attempting to foster both the student’s 
character and intellect to better serve its needs. 4 

Two integral components of Muhammad Ali’s development scheme were a thriving 
army and a healthy population. 5 French doctor Antoine B. Clot, medical advisor to 
Muhammad Ali, suggested the training of female doctors; and he took great personal 
interest in the project. Having been trained in France, Clot had experience with the 
French model for training midwives/’ In Egypt, his concern was twofold. First, he 
wanted to spread the latest innovations in medicine to women, who avoided contact 
with unfamiliar males; and second, he wanted to thwart an outbreak of venereal disease 
in the army. Although training women in medicine seemed a simple solution, putting 
the plan into action required surmounting the same obstacles as the initial problem 
itself. In other words, the whole idea of training women doctors was to avoid putting 
women in contact with unfamiliar males; but how was the government to train an 
initial group of women without contact with male instructors, or worse yet, male 
European instructors? The same forceful methods that Muhammad Ali employed to 
find recruits for the army, industry, and public works projects could not be used with 
women. Nevertheless, the idea was not completely novel to Egyptians since dayas had 
long been practicing the trade of midwifery. 7 

Clot’s initial solution to the problem was to procure slaves, who would first be 
taught basic literacy and then receive the same instruction as male medical students. 
Clot himself chose the first students, ten slaves of Sudanese and Abyssinian origin. 
In keeping with cultural mores and consistent with the practice of surveillance and 
regulation in other schools, Clot appointed two eunuchs to keep an eye on the students 
(and teachers) and later to serve as instructors. He also employed a third eunuch to 
monitor the behavior of the other two. 8 

The School of Midwifery opened in 1832, but the problem of finding and main¬ 
taining students remained. The first students progressed well intellectually, but they 
did not thrive physically in their new surroundings. Three of the slaves died of con¬ 
sumption and one from dysentery. The remaining six continued their studies and 
other slaves were procured, but Clot preferred to find a means of recruiting indigenous 
girls. The first opportunity presented itself when a group of indigent girls remained 
unclaimed in the teaching hospital. Clot secretly enlisted these orphan girls in the 
School of Midwifery, and after teaching them the basics, officially enrolled them in 
the school. The heavy-handed conscription and corvee policies of Muhammad Ali left 
many girls fatherless, and the School of Midwifery provided institutional support. Like 
other government schools, its students received free housing, clothing, food, tuition 
fees, and pocket money. The school even had its own bath attendant, although her 
salary was deducted from the students’ allowances. As word of such perks spread, 
the School of Midwifery was able to attract some students. In fact, Clot encouraged 
students to visit their relatives in the provinces in order to recruit their sisters and 
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cousins. The school perpetuated itself by utilizing the older students and graduates 
as tutors and teachers to the younger pupils. Abugideiri insightfully points out that 
this tutoring built upon established precepts in Islamic learning, while simultaneously 
“bringing Egyptian midwives in line with French maternity training.” 9 

Despite incentives for attracting pupils, recruitment remained a perennial problem, 
and by 1840 there were only 11 students, despite Clot’s grandiose plans for expansion. 
According to Abugideiri, recruits were generally unmarried teenagers with indigent 
backgrounds; however, she maintains that they would eventually represent a wider 
geographic and social spectrum. Nevertheless, they “were ultimately a minority corps 
of trained medical officers whose numbers were consistently disproportionate to the 
growing Egyptian population.” 10 The bottom line was that most Egyptian women 
were not interested in becoming medical officers for the state. Medicine was not yet a 
prestigious career, even for men. Furthermore, the School of Midwifery was plagued 
with illness among both students and faculty. Only women with few options in life 
came to the school. 

The curriculum of the School of Midwifery encompassed more than simple obstet¬ 
rics and gynecology. The women also learned Arabic, vaccination, neo-natal pediatrics, 
pharmacology, surgery, and hygiene. Graduates received the same rank as men from 
the School of Medicine. The government attempted to extend its authority over the 
graduates of both schools by arranging marriages between them. In this way, couples 
could be dispatched to the provinces to work as a team. The arrangement was not 
incumbent upon the women, but there were a number of material benefits: promo¬ 
tion in rank and salary, a small furnished home, a monetary award, and manumission 
(for slaves). 11 Fahmy contends that the women were “not permitted to leave the 
school until they found a suitable husband from among the Egyptian doctors,” thus 
emphasizing the foreboding, paternalistic nature of the state, a view shared by Mervat 
Hatem. As discussed in chapter 5, marriage was considered a community obligation. 
Furthermore, the indigent origins of many of the midwives, as well as their education, 
might have impacted their ability to find a mate—suitable or otherwise. Even as the 
practice of arranging these marriages waned in the late nineteenth century, the notion 
of companionate marriage was still in its infancy. The state increased the chances 
of women continuing to practice after marriage by marrying them to doctors; and 
furthermore, women must have found some incentive to do so, or the practice would 
not have continued up through the early 1880s. 12 

The state continued to support medical education for women and believed that 
educated women could contribute in other ways. In 1836 Muhammad Ali created the 
Committee of Public Instruction to oversee the organization and implementation of 
the new schools. Committee members agreed that the progress of society depended 
upon the contribution of all of its members. Although they believed in the impor¬ 
tance of female education, their collective plate was already full in the creation and 
implementation of a new system of education for boys. 13 

While the government did little to sponsor female education, the viceroy, by exam¬ 
ple, promoted education in the royal harim. Education amongst upper-class women 
was not uncommon, and prior to the nineteenth century, the curriculum focused 
on (reading) Arabic, Turkish, and Persian; poetry; Quran; and hadith. Muhammad 
Ali and his son Ibrahim began the process of employing European governesses for 
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their children. Nevertheless, the wide-scale use of European governesses did not take 
hold until the age of Ismail. Another way in which the royal family generally, and 
its women specifically, participated in the education process was through charitable 
support. The viceroy’s daughter Zaynab served as an example to other women by 
employing one-fifth of her estate in awqaf some of which supported schools, and by 
maintaining her own literary salon. 14 

The royal harim set the trend for upper-class women later in the nineteenth cen¬ 
tury. The memoirs of Huda Shaarawi (1879-1947) indicate that she followed an 
educational path similar to the one described in chapter 2. She and her brothers, as 
well as two companions, received home instruction together under the supervision 
of a eunuch. While she excelled in the new curriculum, Huda felt that she had not 
mastered the Arabic language. Her eunuch impeded her quest for this subject as he 
did not feel it was appropriate for young ladies, and her parents either did not know 
or did not care. 15 The major difference between Shaarawi and the women of the 
royal harim seems to be the degree of support and interest from her family. Concern 
for female education amongst the upper class clearly ran the gamut from those who 
fastidiously monitored their daughters’ education, to those who merely sponsored it, 
to those who ignored it entirely. 16 


The Government Tries Again 


Female education must be seen in light of overall educational and development poli¬ 
cies. As the fortunes of Muhammad Ali waned after 1840, there was less need for the 
new educational system with expansion and industrialization halted. His successors 
were neither able nor willing to continue sponsoring education to the same degree. 
Egyptian nationalist historians use the most scathing words to describe the rulers and 
their role in education. According to al-Rafii, “Abbas hated knowledge and learning,” 
and Said continued his predecessor’s policy of apathy toward education. 17 The latter 
is oft quoted as saying to his tutor, “why open the eyes of the people, they will only 
be more difficult to rule.” 18 In reality the situation was more complicated. The econ¬ 
omy simply could not sustain these extensive educational programs. Nevertheless, 
Abbas and Said were not blameless. Said completely disbanded the Ministry of Public 
Instruction [diwan al-madaris ]. By the end of his rule, only the military and medical 
schools remained, despite significant economic improvement. 19 

Ismail reformed and revitalized the educational system established by his grandfa¬ 
ther. In addition to some foreign advisors, he was surrounded by a cadre of officials who 
had been brought up through the Muhammad Ali system of education—Tahtawi, Ali 
Mubarak, and Ibrahim Adham, and others. Early on in his reign, Ismail reestablished 
the diwan al-madaris, combining it with the Ministry of Public Works and the waqf 
administration, with an eye toward greater government control and seizing upon the 
relationship between municipal reorganization, education, and finance. In addition to 
reopening the specialized schools, Ismail began to work on the base, spreading primary 
schools throughout the provinces. He attempted to place the kuttab system under 
government administration and seized some of the awqaf that administered these 
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schools. He also took measures to regularize testing, curriculum, and instruction. 20 
Ismail began the controversial policy of introducing fees in the schools; but this 
policy applied only to those who were able to pay, and the proportion of paying 
students remained under 30 percent up till the arrival of the British. At the same 
time, however, Ismail raised the standard of quality for those still receiving govern¬ 
ment assistance. 21 He greatly increased the budget for education and set a personal 
example for the wealthy by providing funds to support free schools. 22 Ismail’s Western 
admirers tout his accomplishments in education, and even his critics begrudge him 
some success. 23 Ismail’s plans also included education for women. He established a 
commission in 1867 to study the possibility of founding a primary school for girls. 
Always concerned about appearances, his hope was that he could have the school open 
by the time of the Suez Canal festivities. Nevertheless, the two-year time frame proved 
insufficient. 24 

The first government primary school for girls did not materialize until 1873. 
Ismail’s third wife, Jashm Afit Hanum [Cheshm Afet, Shams Iffat] sponsored the 
Siyufia School. Nevertheless, there seems to be a dispute as to whether the princess 
actually financed the school or not. According to Ellen Chennells, the school “was 
founded by the Khedive,” and kept up “entirely at his expense,” but it was called 
the School of the Third Princess because he liked to “associate his family with his 
undertakings.” Zaynab Farid speculates that the school was publicized in such a 
fashion so that it would gain greater acceptance by the population. 25 Yet another 
interpretation might be that Ismail paid or encouraged this wife to pay for the school 
to buttress his family image. Its opening occurred the same year that he arranged the 
grand-slam wedding event for four of his children (see chapter 2). 

On the other hand, it is plausible that Jashm Afit Hanum sponsored the school 
herself and continued to serve as its patroness. First, princesses in the royal family 
were active patrons of education. Furthermore, from what little is known about 
this woman, she seems inclined toward education and its importance. Having no 
children of her own, she adopted a slave child whose education she enthusiastically 
sponsored. According to Yacub Artin, she did encourage Ismail to open the school 
and was actively involved in its planning. Artin’s words regarding her influence over 
Ismail are supported by circumstantial evidence. Namely, he chose to make her his 
official wife (third), yet she bore him no children, while he was compelled by the 
Sultan to marry the mother of his heir apparent. Nevertheless, his affection for her 
might also be a reason for him to put the school in her name. Abbas II’s memoirs 
are equally vague. He credits his grandfather with being a revolutionary with respect 
to secular, national education generally, and girls’ education specifically; however, he 
too credits the princess with founding the school. Regardless of sponsorship, Jashm 
Afit continued to publicly support the school by making visits with the royal family 
at examination time. 26 

The actual development of the school, its clientele, and its curriculum are far 
more interesting than the debates over who financed the school. The third princess 
donated an old palace in the neighborhood of al-Siyufia and saw to its renovation. In 
keeping with the royal family’s tastes, the school was sumptuous, with a large open 
courtyard and accommodations to serve 200 internal and 100 external students. 27 
According to contemporary observers, the school called upon parents of all classes 
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to send their daughters to be educated, housed, clothed, and fed at government 
expense. The announcement in the official government paper, as well, indicated the 
school’s willingness to accept orphans, poor girls, and daughters of the wealthy, under 
the auspices of the government. Two years after the school’s opening, an article in 
Le Cowrier de Port-Said supported these claims, informing readers that al-Siyufia 
accepted girls “without distinction of belief, class, or origin 

The issue of who actually attended the school is a bit more difficult. Apparently 
it was several months before any students applied for matriculation. According to 
McCoan, the appeal of free room and board, clothing, and education appealed to the 
lower class; but once the initial prejudice against the school was broken, al-Siyufia had 
a wider appeal and applications exceeded the number of positions available by 1878. 
Ellen Chennells writes in her memoirs that she found “children of all classes” treated 
equally at the school. According to Yacub Artin, the first students at the school were 
white slaves from the royal family and other prominent families. As for girls from 
the lower class, Artin reports that few parents of this class sent their daughters to 
school, despite the material advantages, because they needed their daughters’ labor 
and educated girls were thought to be difficult to control. 28 

The school’s curriculum contained elements that would appeal to both groups of 
students. The commission charged with studying the issue of female education in 
1867 envisaged a program similar to European schools of the time with an Ottoman- 
Egyptian flavor. The curriculum would include reading, writing, religion, Arabic, 
Turkish, arithmetic, drawing, geometry, childcare and hygiene, cooking, home eco¬ 
nomics, and needlework. 29 From Dor Bey, the Inspector-General of the public 
schools, we find that the five-year curriculum came to include these subjects, as 
well as French, the history and geography of Egypt, weights and measures, natu¬ 
ral history and physics, Arabic and European calligraphy, and music for those who 
so desired. 30 Turkish, French, music, and art all had upper-class appeal. These are 
courses that would make the white slave contingent refined wives, mothers, and 
companions. The history and geography of Egypt indicate burgeoning national¬ 
ist interests. 31 Finally, the needlework and home economics classes would appeal 
to the lower and lower middle classes since they would provide income-producing 
skills. Traditionally, girls of this strata learned how to use the spindle, while middle- 
and upper-class girls learned sewing and embroidery. Most likely these girls were in 
the internal division and received extra training in home economics since they were 
responsible for the school’s upkeep, laundry, and cooking. Supervisors oversaw the 
division of chores, and the girls rotated positions on a weekly basis. The school held 
periodic sales of the goods produced (beyond the needs of the students), and the 
proceeds went toward a dowry fund for the poorest girls. Once graduated, these girls 
could seek employment in factories that produced clothing for government schools, 
continue their education in the School of Midwifery, or seek employment in the 
private sector. 

The staff included men and women, as well as Europeans and Egyptians. Hassan 
Effendi Salih was the director of the school, serving as liaison to both the Ministry 
of Public Instruction and parents. The actual running of the school was in the hands 
of a Syrian headmistress, Mile. Rose Najjar. Three shaykhs taught religion, an effendi 
taught Turkish, and another, drawing. Eight women rounded out the remainder of 
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the teaching staff, four for needlework, one for piano, one for laundry, and two 
supervisors. 33 

The Siyufia School ran quite efficiently and grew in popularity. When Ellen 
Chennells visited the school in the mid—1870s, she “found everything in excellent 
working order” and “in perfect cleanliness,” after having “inspected every part of the 
building.” At the time of her visit, there were two hundred boarders and one hundred 
external students. 34 Owing to the success of the first school, Ismail quickly decided 
to open another, al-Qarabia, along the same lines. The curriculum and staff were 
similar to al-Siyufia, although al-Qarabia was designed along somewhat more modest 
lines and had a greater emphasis on domestic service. By 1875 al-Siyufia had attracted 
almost 300 pupils and al-Qarabia, 152. Artin reports that the two schools operated 
on a grand scale and required large sums of money for support. In the year prior 
to his deposition, Ismail began plans on a third school for Cairo, as well as plans 
to spread female education in the provinces. The third school was to be smaller and 
more exclusive, specializing in the education of noble girls. Although a mansion was 
constructed to house the school, it never opened. By this point the royal family and 
the government were suffering severe financial setbacks, and both Jashm Afit Hanum 
and the waqf administration had to cut back on expenses at the two schools. After 
Ismail’s abdication, Jashm Afit withdrew her support. The two schools were merged 
and placed under the ivaqf administration. 35 

The trials and tribulations of the Siyufia School indicate the confusion over the 
mission of female education in Egypt. The extensive curriculum indicates an effort to 
please too many people. The school would have continuous difficulties, particularly 
in trying to attract girls of different classes. The School of Midwifery had already 
provided a case study for girls’ education in Egypt. Its emphasis on vocational edu¬ 
cation meant that it never attracted large numbers of students, and those who came 
were girls with limited options. 36 The curriculum at the School of Midwifery was 
not suitable for middle- and upper-class girls, and parents were concerned about 
their daughters mixing with girls of other classes and with the teaching staff at both 
schools. While lower- and lower-middle-class families might be attracted by the mate¬ 
rial support provided by both government schools and the promise of their daughters 
attaining income-producing skills, they were concerned that education would make 
their daughters “uppity” and perhaps unmarriageable. The small but growing middle 
class, composed of urban professionals who had advanced through the modern edu¬ 
cational system, saw the advantages of female education; however, they were skeptical 
about the curriculum and the use of male instructors in public and private schools 
for girls. The highest strata of society was unconcerned about these issues since home 
education was easily attainable. Nevertheless, the quality of home education was only 
as good as the governess supplying it. 37 The creation of the Qarabia school and the 
plan for the School for Noble Girls would have provided some relief and clarity to 
the system. 

Another factor that further clouded the issue of female education was the suppres¬ 
sion of the slave trade in 1877. This measure effectively reduced the population of 
potential students at al-Siyufia, that is, the white slave contingent. Furthermore, it 
affected the availability of domestic slaves. The American Consul-General in Egypt 
spoke to Ismail about the issue of female education and the slave trade. According to 
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Edwin de Leon, Ismail hoped to substitute educated Egyptian peasant girls as servants 
in place of slaves. 38 With the change in clientele, al-Siyufia limited its mission to 
preparing girls of modest means for entering domestic service; and this development 
essentially turned the school into an orphanage. 39 Furthermore, the reduced financial 
base affected both the quality of instruction and the material support provided by the 
school. The competent headmistress was dismissed without notice or provocation, 
and she never received appropriate reparations. By the time that the school returned 
to the Ministry of Public Instruction in 1889, the ministry saw the need to dismiss 
the headmistress, chief agent, and officer of the school. As for the students, by this 
time, they barely had clothes on their backs. 40 Despite these problems, al-Siyufia 
remained the only school for girls and applications exceeded the number of positions 
available. 41 

In 1892 Yacub Artin, who studied the issue of female education for the Ministry 
of Public Instruction, advanced the following criticisms of al-Siyufia [al-Sania]: 

Its curriculum, its programs, its very premises, show the effect of this absolute lack of 
a fixed and determined goal. Everything about this establishment is vague and compli¬ 
cated; pompous in theory and on paper, its program produces nothing or almost nothing 
in practice upon which one could base the hope for a normal [course of] development 
for female education in Egypt .. . 42 

The fate of al-Siyufia and Artin’s suggestions for improvement is discussed in the 
section on education under the British occupation. 


Alternatives to Home and Government Education: 
The Foreign and Mission Schools 


Although the foreign/minority schools and the mission schools in Egypt had distinct 
origins, the two worked to increase both the quantity and quality of education in 
Egypt. While the goal of mission schools was to spread Christianity and Western 
education, the goal of the fo reign/minority schools was to preserve language, culture, 
and heritage. Both types of schools affected and were affected by government trends 
in education. As education became a sought-after commodity in the late nineteenth 
century, more Muslim Egyptians entered both types of schools. The government was 
particularly slow in meeting the growing demand for female education, and Egyptian 
girls entered these schools in larger numbers than boys. 

Missionary education spread most rapidly under the reigns of Said and Ismail; 
however, it was Muhammad Ali who laid the groundwork for the movement’s flour¬ 
ishing. He had invited some foreign business interests into Egypt, and the missionaries 
followed the path of the entrepreneurs. The viceroy must have realized that he could 
not bear the burden of education alone. Thus, he granted missionary societies free 
land and buildings. Additionally, he allowed their workers free travel by train, and 
their personal effects/equipment entered Egypt duty free. Nevertheless, providing the 
means was not enough to have made the schools succeed. There must have been some 
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demand for education in order for the movement to have blossomed. The focus of 
many of the missions was Copts, although some concentrated on the Jews. French, 
English, Scottish, and American missionaries spread schools throughout Egypt in 

addition to those built by the Greek, Italian, German, Armenian, Jewish, and Coptic 
• • 43 

communities. 

The British were the first to send missionaries in large numbers, with the Methodists 
operating between 1823 and 1835; the Church Missionary Society (CMS) between 
1826 and 1873; the Christian Mission to the Jews (CMJ) between 1847 and 1863; 
and the Church of Scotland between 1859 and 1864. Britain’s missionary interests 
began to wane at mid-century under the francophile governments of Said and Ismail; 
however, they picked up again after the occupation in 1882. The economic interest 
of these missionary groups was quite apparent. For example, one-third of the CMS’s 
commissioners in 1801 were either bankers, brokers, or merchants. Nevertheless, 
a distinction should be drawn between those planning missions, and the earnest 
missionaries who relocated and faced numerous adversities in their effort to spread 
the word of God. Egypt was a target since it was more tolerant toward Europeans 
than elsewhere in the Ottoman Empire. 44 

The CMS was one of the earliest missionary efforts in Egypt. It opened a press in 
Malta in 1815 for printing the New Testament in Arabic; and it sent its first agents 
to Egypt in 1815 and 1825. Apparently discouraged by the prospect of converting 
Muslims, the CMS directed its activities toward the Copts. Among the early CMS 
goals was a school for girls. Plans were scuttled and resuscitated a couple of times 
due to illness among the missionaries and concerns that Copts would not send their 
daughters to the school. Mrs. Dunsap, a former (black) slave and wife of a French 
doctor, encouraged the plan and advised the missionaries to include sewing and 
knitting in the curriculum. The CMS did include sewing and embroidery in the 
school’s curriculum, along with Arabic reading and writing. Most of the original 
ten students, eight Copts and two Muslims, were quite poor; and the commercial 
value of their education did not escape their parents’ attention. 45 Even some Muslims 
allowed their daughters to attend, despite the fact that Arabic was taught by means 
of the Bible. The sewing skills provided the necessary incentive, as documented by 
Bowring’s visit in 1840. 46 Finished articles produced by the girls in school were picked 
up by a dallala and then sold in the market. Given the fact that all mission schools 
for girls faced high rates of attrition, the program of study was intensive, lasting from 
eight in the morning until five in the afternoon. The school grew in popularity, and 
by the time of Bowring’s visit, it had 100 students, most of whom were Copts. The 
CMS girls’ school was, in fact, more successful than the one for boys, since it did 
not have to contend with loss of students by conscription or corvee labor, only early 
marriages. Ultimately the school achieved some degree of status by attracting students 
from some prominent Coptic families and by sending female missionaries to tutor 
the women in the royal harim , 47 

French Catholics had long-established ties in Egypt. The arrival of Syrian Christians 
in Egypt in the eighteenth century strengthened the existing Franciscan community, 
encouraging further growth. The resurgence of trade with Europe, in general, and 
France, in particular, helped to foster an environment of intellectual growth for both 
the Christian and Muslim upper classes in Egypt during the eighteenth century. 
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The second wave of Syrian immigration in the nineteenth century, along with the 
increased interest in education, led to the growth of French schools. Unlike the early 
British schools, French schools sought more actively to spread French language and 
culture. 48 By the mid-nineteenth century, they became interested in the education of 
girls. The first Catholic school for girls, Maison du Bon Pasteur , opened in 1846 as 
a result of the efforts of the French consul and a church official. The school’s bene¬ 
factor was European, it was located in the European quarter (Muski), and its main 
clientele was also European. It is difficult to ascertain if any Egyptian, or even Syrian, 
girls attended the school during its early years. Regardless, the school provided free 
primary education. In the same year, Franciscan missionaries opened another girls’ 
school, Soeurs de la Providence, in Alexandria, owing to the large Catholic (foreign) 
community in the port city. Unable to meet the demand for education by Catholic 
communities, the Franciscans were followed by the Lazarists. Both orders estab¬ 
lished schools, hospitals, and orphanages in Cairo, Alexandria, and other major port 
cities, with Muhammad Ali donating both land and buildings for many of these 
establishments. 49 Under Abbas, one French girls’ school opened, Filles de la Charite 
of Alexandria. In particular, this school later concerned itself with orphaned refugees 
from Lebanon. In general, the early work of the French missions was not aimed at the 
indigenous population. Instead, it was directed primarily toward European Catholics 
and secondarily toward Syrian Catholics. 50 

Under Said, the Scottish Mission and the CMJ worked to convert and educate the 
Jewish community of Alexandria. The Scottish Mission opened a boy’s and a girls’ 
school there. Although these schools catered mainly to Jews, they accepted children 
of all races and creeds. The curriculum included Arabic, English, French, Italian, 
writing, arithmetic, and history, in addition to needlework for the girls. Girls were 
of particular interest to the missionaries, who had established a ladies’ association in 
Paisley to promote the Christian education of girls in Alexandria. 51 Similarly, the 
CMJ opened a school for girls and a school for boys in the mid-1850s, both of which 
laid a heavy emphasis on foreign languages. 52 Given the prominent role played by 
Jews in commerce and banking, such an emphasis is not surprising. 

During the reigns of Said and Ismail, Catholic efforts gained speed, and the gov¬ 
ernment became more involved in donating land and buildings for projects that were 
increasingly beneficial to the indigenous population. Between the years of 1863 and 
1879 alone, 129 private schools opened in Egypt, the majority of which were Presby¬ 
terian or Catholic. A group of Franciscan nuns opened Maison des Soeurs Franciscans 
in 1859. Located in Cairo, this school was directed toward abolitionist activities. It 
purchased black slaves, trained them in domestic service, and then released them as 
free women. The school took in about 50 women at a time, and it continued to func¬ 
tion as such until the patron who purchased the slaves died in 1882. By this point, the 
slave trade was officially abolished; and it was functioning more as a hospice/training 
center. 53 Upon accession to power, Ismail had granted the Franciscan Sisters a gift of 
50,000 francs and an annual subvention in wheat, allowing the mission to expand, 
adding a school and an orphanage. According to Dor Bey, the school admitted all 
nationalities; however, Italians were in the majority. Ismail encouraged the work of the 
Franciscan Sisters and other French missionaries, who opened schools in Shubra in 
1861, Bulaq in 1868, Mansura in 1872, Kafr al-Zayyat in 1873, and Ismailia in 1874. 
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These schools continued to spread in the capital and in port cities with large foreign 
contingents. The French did not concern themselves with the indigenous population 
until later in the century, when competition grew with the spread of American and 
English Protestant groups. 54 

The CMS, Mary Whately, and the American Mission differ from the early French 
efforts due to their attempt to reach the indigenous population in general, and females 
in particular. Mary Whately, daughter of the Archbishop of Ireland, started her own 
school in a popular quarter of Cairo in order to spread the gospel to the lower classes. 
Contemporary observers describe her as energetic, devoted, and one of the “chief 
educational forces in Egypt.” She spent the better part of 30 years and her personal 
fortune in establishing schools. 55 Nevertheless, Whately came to Egypt loaded with 
class and cultural biases. She felt that Egypt’s underclass could be uplifted through reli¬ 
gious education, and that at least there was “no drunkenness to contend with ... ,” 56 
Whately believed that her work was more urgently needed in the cities where greater 
numbers of women could be reached and where transmission to the countryside 
was still possible. Despite warnings from the European community and educated 
Egyptians that her chance for success among Muslim girls was all but nonexistent, 
she proceeded with her plans. 57 When questioned about her mission, she repeatedly 
stated that she could not convert her students. 58 She held the key to a sought-after 
commodity (education), and students had to accept the proselytizing in order to 
obtain that commodity at the bargain price for which it was offered. She charged 
no fees. 

Whately took a grass-roots approach in creating her school. She rented a room in 
a popular neighborhood, enlisted the aid of a Syrian Christian girl in her building, 
and set out into the streets to “drum up business.” Within three days the tenacious 
Whately had secured herself 14 female students. 59 Over the years, she was able to enlist 
over 100 girls in her school (at a time); however, she had numerous problems with 
attendance, attrition, and early marriage. Whately never lost sight of her goals, and 
periodically would take to the streets to “beat up for recruits” and visit the mothers 
of her pupils to recapture lost students. 60 Whately viewed herself as something of 
an animal trainer, who took in wild, dirty, uncivilized beasts and turned them into 
respectable individuals “under Christian influence.” 61 For Whately, her mission was 
to clean, civilize, and educate these students. The one prerequisite for attendance was 
to “do so cleanly.” 

In addition to her girls’ school, she also started one for boys that included both 
Copts and Muslims. Interestingly enough, she found that students who had attended 
convent schools were not much ahead of her raw recruits because their learning was 
based solely on rote memorization. 62 Although Whately repeatedly emphasizes that 
her school catered to Muslims of the poorest classes, McCoan indicates that her 
clientele also included a minority from the middle class and higher. Furthermore, 
the religion and class of her clientele may also have changed over time, particularly 
as more options became available to Muslim parents. According to a letter from the 
Minister of Public Instruction in 1880, her school was devoted to “the Coptic and 
Levantine population.” 63 

Whately could not operate alone. Initially, she had little knowledge of Arabic, and 
thus, it was necessary to secure the aid of the Syrian Christian neighbor and her mother. 
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In fact, one has to wonder about how much (or how little) her early pupils learned. 
Whately described herself and an early teacher as “Sanford and Merton,” one lame 
and one blind, since she lacked linguistic skills and her assistant lacked experience. As 
time passed she had other such instructors of varying degrees of quality, but ultimately 
her best assistants were her own students. She attempted to install the girls as quickly 
as possible in positions of responsibility, owing to the problem of early marriage. She 
viewed using her pupils as preferable to recruiting English teachers who lacked the 
language skills and necessitated transplantation far from their homes. Egyptian girls, 
on the other hand, were “not first-rate instructors,” but “with careful supervision,” 
could surpass English teachers because of their knowledge of the people, language, 
and customs. 64 

The most important aspect of Whately s curriculum at both her girls’ and boys’ 
schools, was “the word of God,” viewing foreign languages, geography, history, and 
accounts as unnecessary frills. 65 The main inducement for girls (and their mothers) 
to attend school, was needlework. Apparently, her operation roused anger amongst 
indigenous teachers, who periodically raided her school to regain clients. Just as 
the mifallima could raid the Bible class, so too could missionaries raid indigenous 
sewing schools. A pamphlet from the American Mission discusses the visit of a female 
missionary to “a little Moslem sewing school” where students eagerly listened to the 
story of Mary. 66 

Whately competed with indigenous teachers for both students and government 
funding. Since the time of Muhammad Ali, the government had a growing inter¬ 
est in dealing with the poor. Of particular concern were the “deserving poor,” 
among whom were orphans and poor children, who, if properly educated, would 
become productive citizens rather than beggars. 67 Whately had received govern¬ 
ment support in the form of land, housing, and subventions since the time of 
Ismail; however, she had to petition for these funds, invest her own money, 
and solicit contributions from English travelers. 68 Even smaller, indigenous oper¬ 
ations could also hope to claim government attention. A woman, Sitt Zahra, 
requested funds from the government for her Eastern School [ al-madrasa al- 
sharqiyya ], in which she taught Egyptian girls [lil-binat al-mmvataniyyat\ reading, 
writing, and needlework. Her students included orphans, whom she instructed 
without compensation. 69 Sitt Zahra expanded her curriculum beyond the scope 
of the traditional sewing teacher, who merely taught the trade. With the spread 
of the sewing machine and ready-made clothing, many women fiercely guarded 
these skills, and they actively sought to attract and maintain students for their 
livelihood. Earlier in the century, women involved in dressmaking and embroi¬ 
dery were not affected by the growth of European imports, and these professions 
remained lucrative. 70 However, by the 1890s and the spread of new stores, such 
skills were beginning to be threatened. Learning handiwork alone would no longer 
suffice. 

In the last quarter of the nineteenth century, a number of women, Egyptian and 
foreign, started small schools for girls. Syrian and Coptic women were active in the 
Faggala neighborhood of Cairo, as well as in other cities, such as Tanta, Mansura, 
Fayum, and Minya. The schools differed in curriculum; however, the staple was basic 
Arabic literacy and handiwork, with many also offering French and music. 71 
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Whately was just one woman with a single school for girls and one for boys. 
In contrast, the American Mission brought numerous missionaries and established 
many long-lasting institutions of learning. By 1850 Protestant groups in the United 
States in general, and Presbyterians in particular, came to see the importance of women 
both as missionaries and as targets of mission. In the words of a female missionary: 
“The whole world was going to learn that a nation can be lifted no higher than its 
women will permit. ... the citadel of heathendom was in the heathen home, and that 
citadel could be taken only by the assault of women,” achieved by the education of 
girls. 72 While there was little success on the conversion front, there was more in the 
areas of education and welfare. 75 The Americans firmly believed in the use of women 
to institute social change. 74 Women trained in mission schools were expected to carry 
out positions of education and leadership in their homes and communities. 75 In the 
words of Patricia Hill, the movement was a form of “cultural imperialism that aimed 
at transforming the non-Western world and its symbolic relationship with changing 
cultural paradigms of ideal womanhood in America.” The mission allowed women not 
only to spread Western standards, but also to stretch and confront those standards. 76 

Women like Helen Montgomery justified their role by drawing distinctions 
between themselves and the women of the Orient, who suffered wrongs “but¬ 
tressed behind sanctions of religion.” While overlooking verses that demonstrate 
the equality of believers, Montgomery uses Sura IV:34, to demonstrate the inher¬ 
ent inequality of Islam. She then initiates a tirade against polygamy and divorce, 
quoting from both Qasim Amin and Lord Cromer, as was common among Women’s 
Board publications. 77 Ironically, as Western divorce rates increased and Egyptian ones 
decreased, divorce as a marker of flawed family life has been removed from Western 
discourse, while polemics about the veil continue to this day. 78 

Women’s missionary work was dual pronged. First, there was “harem work,” which 
involved seeking out women in their homes to spread the gospel; and second, there 
was the creation of a network of girls’ schools. Life for female missionaries in Egypt 
was not easy. They had neither the means nor the inclination to live the ritzy hotel life 
described in chapter 3. Accounts of the early missions indicate that many missionary 
women died or left the country ill. Nevertheless, even the blind could be engaged in 
harem work, reading from the scriptures, conversing, and praying with the “inmates of 
the home.” Female missionaries enjoyed these visits despite the large cultural difference 
that existed between them and their hosts. 79 

Female missionaries provided a link between the harem work, the mission of the 
schools, and the condition of Egyptian homes. They hoped that the skills their students 
learned in school would be applied in their homes and in the lives of their families, 
and teachers took great pride in their achievements. The creation of the proper home 
would be the first step in their students’ (and subsequently their families’) advancement 
toward “proper” Christianity. As photography became more accessible to the amateur, 
the missionaries used pictures to record these successes. 80 

Female missionaries carried an extra burden. Virtually all women, nurses and doc¬ 
tors excepted, were teachers, whereas male missionaries had a variety of functions. 
Furthermore, the girls’ schools attracted more students and received more attention. 
Boys had greater options, in terms of both government schools, which provided pass¬ 
ports to government employment, and more schools established under the auspices 
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of the Coptic church. The curriculum in the girls’ schools necessitated greater contact 
between teachers and their students outside the classroom due to its emphasis on moral 
training and home economics. In contrast, male teachers viewed these activities as 
beyond the scope of their duties. This linkage made female teachers more active in the 
lives of their students and contributed greatly to the success of the schools. Finally, 
as previously discussed, the missionaries believed that by reaching women, they were 
reaching families and future generations. Dor Bey’s visit to the schools seems to sub¬ 
stantiate a significant difference in quality between the girls’ and boys’ schools. He 
found the latter unacceptable in terms of both staff and curriculum. The girls’ schools, 
on the other hand, were in general both better organized and better suited to the needs 
of the population with regard to curriculum. 81 

The work of the Americans began during the reign of Said. He granted them 
property and a building in Muski in 1854. Within two years of their arrival, they 
opened a training school for girls, two girls’ primary schools, and a primary school 
for boys in the capital. Within another year they opened schools in Alexandria and 
Fayum. In 1861, they benefited from the departure of the CMS, taking over its 
boarding school for girls in Azbakiyya. Similarly, in Alexandria, they took advantage 
of the departing Scottish Mission, taking over its girls’ school. 82 

The American Mission continued to thrive under Ismail. During his reign, the 
Americans opened 36 schools, about one-third of which were girls’ schools or coed¬ 
ucational facilities. They spread their base of operations in the delta and moved into 
upper Egypt. In Cairo, they were forced to give up their Muski location in order to 
make way for Ismail’s municipal developments. Not lacking in generosity, however, 
the Khedive offered a new spot in Azbakiyya, along with a donation of £7,000, to 
build a new facility. 83 

These early American Mission schools ranged in quality and in the number and 
religion of the students. The premier school was the new Azbakiyya location, which 
could house over 150 students, in addition to the Cairo missionary staff and their 
families. At the other end of the spectrum, the girls’ school in Mansura was no more 
than a room in a missionary’s home overseen by his wife and an assistant. Some of the 
schools were almost entirely Coptic, while others had significant Muslim minorities. 
Some of the schools were merely day schools or training centers, while others were 
more intensive programs with boarders. The missionaries felt that they could make 
significant inroads at indoctrination by keeping the children at school, and they often 
complained about intrusive parents whose “frequent visits and untidy habits retarded 
the good work of training their children.” 84 Another incentive for boarding schools, 
particularly in upper Egypt, was the opportunity to reach girls who lived in remote 
areas. McCoan reports that nearly all of these schools were free; however, records of 
the missionaries indicate that they collected over $500 per year in tuition between 
1870-75, and by 1880, the figure catapulted to $3,225. It appears that over time the 
missionaries may have instituted a sliding pay scale at their schools. 85 Over the course 
of the period under study, the American Mission continued to flourish in both the delta 
and upper Egypt. By the turn of the century, there were 119 schools serving some 
8,000 students, and within another two decades there were 2,000 students in Cairo 
alone, with schools established in 175 villages. Although Copts formed the majority 
of the student population, there was always a significant minority of Muslims. 86 
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The curriculum varied from school to school and developed over time. The earliest 
girls’ school limited its curriculum to reading, writing, arithmetic, and needlework. 
Similarly, the first girls’ school in any given location was likely to follow this basic 
formula. Missionaries themselves frequently started small schools that taught only 
basic literacy, and Egyptians associated with the church also initiated such schools. By 
the turn of the century, more formal instruction was given in mission schools offering 
three, five, seven, nine, and eleven year courses of study, in addition to the Cairo Girls’ 
College that offered three years of higher education. Home economics became a core 
part of the curriculum, encouraged and supported by the community. For example, 
the director of girls’ school in Faggala sought to equip a room to “meet the need for 
home training”; and with the help of an Egyptian pastor, the congregation provided the 
furnishings. Practicality was an important factor given that the overwhelming majority 
of girls never completed more than three years of study. By the early twentieth century, 
the curriculum included Arabic reading and writing; English reading, writing, and 
conversation; object lessons; arithmetic; hygiene; and Bible Studies. Students who 
advanced beyond the “beginner’s level” also studied geography, home economics, 
drawing, teacher training, and ethics. The most advanced schools in Cairo, Alexandria, 
and Assiut offered music, French, and art. 87 Writing in 1910, one female missionary 
even went so far as to claim that the curriculum in mission schools was more progressive 
than that which was available in the United States. 88 

For parents seeking to give their daughters a Western education, music, paint¬ 
ing, languages, and home economics were particularly important, even at schools 
where music lessons boosted the tuition price by thirty percent. For missionaries, 
teacher-training was an important aspect of the curriculum. As we have seen, at both 
government and private schools, the shortage of trained female teachers made the 
use of older students a necessity; and this necessity had to be utilized before the 
student married. Furthermore, the missionary women were often in charge of more 
students than they could adequately supervise, and thus they used older pupils to 
supervise younger ones. What started as an ad hoc program of “pupil teacher” training 
ultimately turned into more formal teacher training programs and kindergartens. At 
the same time journals, such as al-muqtataf and al-hilal , were running stories about 
the importance of the kindergarten movement in developing children’s minds and 
bodies. 89 

The rapid spread of the American Mission created a huge response in terms of 
other missions, the foreign and minority communities, and the Muslim majority. In 
effect, it served to improve education in Egypt both quantitatively and qualitatively. 
The Catholic orders that had been content servicing the Catholic community and 
providing some small-scale indigenous programs now worked harder to reach Egyptian 
Copts, particularly after the arrival of the Jesuits in 1879. They also moved beyond 
the major cities of the delta and into upper Egypt. 90 

The Coptic community, which formed the backbone of the student and native- 
teacher population, had an ambivalent relationship with the American Mission. On 
the one hand, thousands of Copts benefited from the mission schools; and on the 
other, certain elements of the church hierarchy found it difficult to watch another 
group encroach upon their territory. The Copts developed a number of schools with 
the help of the American Mission. Some of them received financial and managerial 
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assistance, while others depended on the mission only for teachers and curriculum 
materials. These activities began as early as the 1860s, and by 1896 the number of 
schools directly or indirectly associated with the American Mission numbered 168, of 
which 35 were for girls and 133, for boys. At the same time, some Coptic priests grew 
suspicious of the Missions work in Cairo. According to Andrew Watson, an early 
missionary, as female attendance at schools and meetings grew in 1863-64, priests 
threatened not to carry out their traditional role of helping to arrange marriages. In 
1867 the Coptic Patriarch issued a patriarchal bull in reference to the new school 
for girls in Assiut, warning parents to “deliver them not into the hands of those 
ravenous ones who cause them to drink cups of wickedness instead of morality.” 91 By 
1868, the Coptic community of Assiut endowed its own school for girls. Meanwhile, 
in response to the girls’ schools in Cairo, the Coptic community opened schools 
in Harat al-Saqqain and in Azbakiyya, raiding the American Mission for teachers. 
Due to the large-scale inability of missionary teachers to teach Arabic, the schools 
relied heavily on the Coptic community for teachers. The curriculum at the Coptic 
schools for girls contained the usual staples: Arabic, mathematics, and needlework. 
Dor Bey was extremely impressed by the work done by the Copts with respect to 
female education. 92 

Just as the activities of the American Mission spurred the Coptic community 
into action, the work of the Scottish Mission and the CMJ served to stimulate the 
efforts of the Jewish community. Among the Jews of Egypt there was a long-standing 
tradition of education, the premier career track being medicine. Schools and informal 
circles of learning had long been associated with synagogues. As well, Jews were 
involved in urban professions—banking, commerce, and metal work—all of which 
necessitated some type of education or apprenticeship. 9:1 Sources on the education of 
girls are lacking, but it would appear that their education was similar to the Muslim 
and Coptic communities, that is, it was more informal and limited to the upper 
classes. 

By the mid-nineteenth century as education became more significant among urban 
professionals, the Jewish community and European Jewish sponsors actively sought to 
advance education among both boys and girls. Adolphe Cremieux, a Jewish political 
activist who visited Egypt in the 1840s, helped to sponsor schools with a new curricu¬ 
lum for Jewish children: Judaic Studies, Hebrew, Arabic, French, and mathematics. 
Girls would study the same subjects as boys, although they would also learn needle¬ 
work in exchange for a little bit less of everything else. Nevertheless, these schools 
suffered from financial problems, cholera, and a general opposition to the innovations 
that they provided. The two schools closed in 1842. 

It was nearly 20 years before another school for Jewish girls opened. In 1860, 
sponsors in France created the Alliance Israelite to sponsor the education of Jewish 
boys and girls in Egypt. As in the other Jewish schools, language played a promi¬ 
nent role in the curriculum including French, English, Hebrew, and Arabic, as 
well as Egyptian history and geography. Girls received additional instruction in 
handiwork. The founding of the Jewish school for girls was motivated by con¬ 
cerns that their daughters were being Christianized in the school formerly run 
by the Scottish Mission and taken over by the Americans. By 1876, there was 
only a handful of Jewish schools in Cairo and Alexandria. There were not nearly 
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enough to service the education-oriented Jewish community. 94 Like the Coptic 
community, it sought to sponsor more primary and elementary schools from the 
1860s onward, in response to the missionaries and the growing numbers of foreign 
schools. 

The Greeks formed another significant minority group in Egypt. Prior to the 
nineteenth century, the community was small, sponsoring a few schools associated 
with churches and monasteries in Cairo and Alexandria. As discussed in chapter 3, 
large numbers of Greeks came to Egypt during the reign of Said to take advantage 
of the Capitulations. As the community grew, so too did the number of schools as 
the Greeks sought to retain their heritage through a classical curriculum. The Greek 
community followed contemporary trends and developed their schools in a fashion 
similar to the Coptic community. The Greeks resided mainly in Cairo and Alexandria, 
the latter community being wealthier and hence more active in establishing schools, 
churches, andhospitals. By the reign of Said, the Greek communities ofboth Cairo and 
Alexandria had taken up the torch of girls’ education, although the Cairo community 
lacked Alexandria’s financial wherewithal. Under Ismail the schools continued to 
thrive, and Dor Bey gave favorable reports to both the boys’ and girls’ schools in Cairo 
and Alexandria. These schools offered Greek, French, Arabic, arithmetic, geography, 
and history, in addition to needlework and music for girls. Although the schools were 

founded with the goal of preserving Greek culture, they were open to the non-Greek 
95 

community. 

Egypt’s other minority communities included the Italians, Germans, and 
Armenians. Italian and German Catholics took advantage of the Franciscan and other 
Catholic schools. By the turn of the century there were some Italian, German, and 
Armenian schools for boys in Cairo and Alexandria, and the Germans and Armenians 
had opened schools for girls. Since these communities were much smaller, it was more 
difficult to establish community schools for girls. 9< ^ 

The spread of the American Mission, as well as growing competition from govern¬ 
ment schools, profoundly influenced all of the foreign and minority communities in 
Egypt. In turn, the government watched the growth of foreign schools with a cautious 
eye. 97 Government schools for boys always had the advantage serving as a stepping 
stone to public service. The growing number of positions in foreign and indigenous 
mercantile establishments meant jobs for men with the linguistic skills provided by the 
Europeanized government schools and the prestigious foreign schools. 98 Missionary 
schools fared much better among middle- and upper-class girls because the incentive 
was based more purely on the curriculum and standards in the schools. While early 
missionary efforts aimed at reaching Egyptians of the lower classes through a cur¬ 
riculum that included needlework, by the turn of the century, many of these schools 
attracted girls of the upper classes with a curriculum aimed at creating refined mother- 
educators. Meanwhile the government could meet neither the growing demand for 
girls’ education nor the specific needs of the population in terms of curriculum. With 
the arrival of the British and the rise of the nationalist and women’s presses, the debate 
over which women should be educated and what the curriculum should encompass 
gained both energy and depth. 
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The British Occupation and Female Education 


The British revamped the educational system by limiting access to education, 
increasing fees and the number of people paying them, changing the composition 
of the student body, and changing the curriculum within the schools." The imprint 
of the British was most clearly laid by its first High Commissioner (1883), Lord 
Cromer (Sir Evelyn Baring), who had first come to Egypt as Commissioner of the 
Caisse de la Dette Publique (1877-79) and later as Controller (1879) during the reign 
of Ismail. Cromer’s previous experience in colonial administration was in assisting his 
cousin Lord Northbrook, who was appointed viceroy of India in 1872. It was in India 
that he developed his opinions regarding subject races, “White Man’s Burden,” and 
the like. 100 

Cromer’s feelings with respect to Egyptian education were shaped by the fact that 
his family owned a significant portion of the Egyptian debt and what he viewed as 
“mistakes” made by the British in India. Returning Egypt’s finances to order was 
always his foremost concern in all facets of administration. With respect to edu¬ 
cation, he was afraid of creating a westernized elite that would be critical of the 
British occupation. 101 Nevertheless, he could not ignore the educational views of 
Lord Macaulay, the architect of India’s educational system: 


... To trade with civilized men is infinitely more profitable than to govern savages that 
would, indeed, be a doting wisdom which in order that India might remain a dependency 
would make it a useless and costly dependency which would keep a hundred million 
men from being our customers in order that they might continue to be our slaves . 1011 

Thus, his approach was a two-tiered system aimed at promoting literacy among the 
masses and providing for a small corps of individuals “suitable for the requirements 
of government service.” 103 

As for the latter goal, the British placed their own officials and other suitable 
foreigners in the highest ranking positions; however, they sought an increasingly 
educated class of Egyptians to fill the lower ranks, as well as the liberal professions. The 
easiest way to carry out this aspect of the program was to raise fees in primary schools, 
limiting access to the higher track of education, and simultaneously working toward 
the necessity of a secondary certificate for public service. The class-conscious British, in 
alliance with the Egyptian ruling elite, believed in limiting the higher track to children 
of the upper classes. In their view, raising fees at the primary schools served to “raise 
the moral standard” by not admitting “children of the class which sends its children 
to elementary schools” who would “harm their peers.” Second, they hoped to raise 
the standards in the upper division of the higher primary schools such that candidates 
who did not seek secondary education would be better prepared for government 
service and more students would seek the secondary certificate. 104 Ultimately, the 
British phased out the primary certificate examination as a passport to public service, 
replacing it in 1907 with a civil service examination and later eliminating it entirely. 103 
There was even support amongst some sectors of the population for such restrictions, 
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with arguments centering upon the fact that the diffusion of education would make 
the masses lose their desire for manual labor and would water down the level of the 
government schools. 10 *’ 

The British justified raising fees in the primary schools by insisting that the 
increased revenues would go toward the funding of elementary schools, which pro¬ 
vided basic vernacular education. 107 Furthermore, Cromer believed that fees were 
“one of the surest tests of the popularity of education.” In his Annual Report, he 
boasted that the number of paying students climbed from 5 percent in 1879 to 
86 percent in 1898. 108 He maintained that such a system was not “reactionary,” but 
rather, an improvement that would help the masses gain an education “of a more 
truly national and popular character.” Moreover, he stated that free spots had been 
monopolized by “the rich and powerful,” while many needy pupils had been forced 
to pay fees, bringing down the level of the government schools. Despite the increase 
in fees, the numbers of students continued to rise. 109 

Cromer’s efforts allowed him to direct his energy toward bringing Egypt’s finances 
back to solvency and expanding agricultural output, while still allowing a modest 
expansion of education without an increase in its budgetary allotment. After Saad 
Zaghlul took office as Minister of Public Instruction in late 1906, there were some steps 
taken to insure that students of exceptional ability and insufficient means could find 
positions in the better schools. There were also some adjustments made in the poorer 
regions of upper Egypt given the students’ relative inability to pay. The government 
then channeled these funds to support the lower tier of the educational system: the 
elementary schools, vocational schools, and kuttabs. Cromer did not want to train 
more government employees, but rather he sought to “equip the pupil with sufficient 
knowledge to take care of his own station of life.” Nevertheless, he expressed concern 
that the kuttabs would serve as asylums for young men seeking to avoid work or 
military service. Therefore, he established age limits for male students. 110 

The easiest method for building the lower tier of the educational system was for 
the government to gain control over the network of kuttabs and native elementary 
schools already in existence, in addition to offering greater opportunities for voca¬ 
tional and technical education. In 1888 the government removed native boys’ and 
girls’ elementary schools from the jurisdiction of the ivaqf administration and placed 
them under the Ministry of Public Instruction, in order to inexpensively expand 
basic education while also regularizing curriculum, instruction, and sanitary con¬ 
ditions within these schools. In 1898, the British began a program of providing 
such schools, which adhered to government standards, with subventions for support. 
In order to receive these funds, schools had to offer (Arabic) reading, writing, and 
arithmetic, in addition to religious instruction. Schools that offered a foreign lan¬ 
guage were not considered for support, and thus a number of Coptic kuttabs were 
ineligible for assistance. Many of the native elementary schools did not meet these 
standards. In 1904, of 124,000 students in such schools, 81,000 lacked instruction 
in writing, 70,000 in arithmetic, and 54,000 in reading. Nevertheless, by the follow¬ 
ing year, more than half of the 4,859 kuttabs under government inspection received 
grants. 111 

The British maintained that if Egyptians were truly concerned about education, 
then elites and communities would work together to sponsor more schools. The 
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royal family had been taking an active lead in establishing free schools for the poor 
since the mid-nineteenth century. 112 A large number of indigenous societies, Muslim 
and non-Muslim, had also arisen in the last quarter of the nineteenth century. 113 In 
Cromer’s Annual Report of 1905, he wrote that such societies existed in 11 different 
provinces and had created nearly 800 new kuttabs and repaired numerous others. In the 
same year, the government began a formalized program of land grants to societies and 
individuals for building schools. Within two years, the government had received some 
555 applications, ofwhich 457 had been granted, 86 refused, and 12 remained under 
consideration. A note to the Council of Ministers in 1909 listing the location and 
sponsors of a number of schools indicates that the Coptic community, as well as other 
foreign and minority groups, benefited from this and other such programs. Muslim 
societies and individuals were able to profit from the program as well, building schools 
for both boys and girls. Some provinces were extremely active in establishing schools. 
In Daqahliyya, the Society for the Amelioration of Kuttabs established waqf funds to 
maintain and construct some 268 schools, about half of which could accommodate 
80-100 students. By 1908, some 1,692 kuttabs had been constructed or rebuilt under 
the auspices of this program. While the British firmly supported the efforts of private 
benevolent societies, there was always an underlying concern that the education be of 
a “suitable” nature, that is, in Arabic and limited to basic skills. 114 

Congruous with British desires to support private and local initiative, and given 
the more responsive attitude of Cromer’s successor, Sir Eldon Gorst, the government 
sought to meet Egyptian demands for education with further programs. Influenced 
by the nationalist leadership of Saad Zaghlul in the Ministry of Public Instruction, 
Egyptians demanded a greater voice in education, increased government expenditure, 
and an education of a more national character. To meet the first of these demands, the 
British agreed to create provincial councils that would supervise all forms of vernacular 
education ( kuttabs , agricultural schools, and technical schools). Seventy percent of the 
revenue provided to the provincial councils was to go toward building, maintaining, 
and improving the standards in kuttabs and elementary schools. The remainder of the 
money was to go toward agricultural and technical education, building new facilities, 
taking over existing ones, and/or subsidizing private schools. 115 

With respect to female education, traditional interpretations of British involve¬ 
ment (or lack thereof) seem to indicate that the British were attempting to avoid a 
cultural clash with the Egyptians. 116 Ironically, the British occupiers, like the mission¬ 
aries, rationalized their role based on the lowly position of women in Egypt. Cromer 
wrote that veiling and seclusion “cramp [ed] the intellect and wither [ed] the mental 
development” of women in Muslim countries, while polygamy ravaged the moral- 
social fabric of society. He linked the advancement of women to the advancement of 
civilization. The “obvious remedy” for Cromer was the education of women, which 
he wrote ought to be undertaken with “vigour.” 117 Nevertheless, the standard that 
Cromer hoped to apply in Egypt, the Victorian ideal of domesticity embodied in the 
mother-educator, was one that gave women a “serious—and quasi-political—purpose 
in life,” while simultaneously blocking access to political life. 118 Indeed, in Britain, 
Cromer was an active opponent of women’s suffrage. Thus, he endorsed a platform 
that would rationalize Britain’s position as an occupier, while serving as an obstacle 
to the rising tide of feminism in Britain. 119 
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Despite the lip service paid to the significance of female education, applications 
continued to exceed the number of positions available in the government schools 
for girls, even after the introduction of fees. The British preferred to depend on 
missionary efforts and private charitable enterprise to meet the rising demand for 
female education. While Cromer believed in the necessity of female education, he 
also felt that the process “ought to be slow.” 120 

Although the British position was seemingly contradictory, their program for 
female education fit neatly within their two-tiered scheme. Despite the growing 
demand for primary and higher education, the British developed such schools only to 
the extent that they were needed to provide for positions in nursing, midwifery, and 
teaching. As for the masses, the British felt that girls in the provinces could attend 
kuttabs alongside boys. In order to encourage female attendance, they provided sub¬ 
ventions on a per capita basis, with each girl being counted as two boys. Due to such 
efforts, girls entered kuttabs at a proportionally higher rate than boys. Additionally, the 
government supervised a number of kuttabs for girls. These schools, along with other 

government schools, were to serve as models for those established through private 
121 

enterprise. 

Not surprisingly, the British paid little attention to the upper tier of the girls’ 
educational system. First, they failed to acknowledge the important role played by 
the graduates of the School of Midwifery. Attendance at this school had always been 
free and sponsored by the state. In 1892, the British limited the number of free 
positions to six and began assessing fees. Previously, women had received a more 
stringent course of study and attained the same rank as male graduates of the medical 
school. Now women received only three years of training, half that of their male 
counterparts. Furthermore, their hours of study were less rigorous, and they lacked 
practical training. The program became more oriented toward producing nurses and 
conventional midwives. A small number of qualified candidates could continue their 
studies to become doctors. Abugideiri has referred to this process as the “colonization” 
of Egyptian medicine, which ultimately led to the creation of “an elite corps of 
urbanized, upper-class Egyptian males, fluent in English.” 122 

The Siyufia school, the other branch of the upper tier, remained problematic 
for the government. Writing his annual report to the Khedive, Minister of Public 
Instruction Ali Mubarak wrote that reorganization of the school was “an absolute 
necessity.” In 1889 the government removed the school from the jurisdiction of the 
waqf administration and placed it under the Ministry of Public Instruction. At that 
time its main purpose was as a school for domestic service. Since it was the only 
government primary school for girls, Mubarak felt that it was necessary to raise its 
standards. In order to demonstrate the extent of the changes in goal and curriculum, 
the ministry changed the name of the school from al-Siyufia to al-Sania. Furthermore, 
it introduced a system of fees into the school, such that external students would pay 
fees, and internal positions would remain free for the orphaned and indigent. Fathers 
(or guardians) of the students received letters explaining that the school was no longer 
being used to train domestic servants and that major changes would be made in 
personnel. These changes did not come quickly or easily. Mubarak’s report indicates 
that the school continued to stress practical instruction for orphan and indigent 
girls. Girls from the upper class would receive this same practical, domestic training; 
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however, they would also receive a more “fully developed classical instruction,” suitable 
for teacher-training. Additionally, the school contained a section for the blind and one 
for the deaf. Finally, there was a division to prepare girls for the School of Midwifery. 123 

Changing the name, governing authority, and personnel of the school did not clar¬ 
ify its mission any further; however, the school did run more smoothly and efficiently. 
Mrs. Yacub Sarruf, wife of the editor of al-muqtataf and al-muqattam , visited the 
school in 1890 and was pleasantly surprised by what she encountered. She expected 
to find a small, wretched building with 20-30 students learning basic literacy and 
needlework. Instead, she found an immaculate building offering quality instruction to 
about 100 girls. She saw deaf girls learning craft skills, blind girls reciting the Quran, 
and other students studying mathematics. She was particularly impressed with the 
order and cleanliness of the school, as well as the fact that the girls produced their 
own clothing. Nevertheless, in the conclusion of her article, Mrs. Sarruf expressed 
her concern that daughters of the wealthy were learning certain domestic skills at the 
expense of more refined skills, which properly complete the education of young girls. 
Parents of the students shared such concerns, and they began to demand another 
school to address these problems. The government continued to study the problem, 
but took its time in finding a solution. 124 

The government put Yacub Artin in charge of studying the issue, and writing in 
1892, he felt that the school still lacked a definitive goal. In his conclusion, Artin 
highlighted proposals for improving the education of young girls in Egypt. He felt 
that the Sania school ought to be closed and replaced with a smaller school, with 
only internal, non-paying students, who would later enter the School of Midwifery 
or the Normal School section of the new school. There would also be a small primary 
school attached to this school for external, paying students, who would be taught by 
students from the Normal School. Finally, he suggested the creation of another such 
primary school for girls attached to the Nasriah School. 123 In other words, he sought a 
more rigid demarcation between the departments of the school and expansion through 
teacher education programs. Nevertheless, Artin’s report was slow to circulate through 
the proper channels. Seven years after the report was submitted to the Khedive, the 
Council of Ministers charged the Higher Council of Public Instruction to study the 
report in preparation for presentation to the Council of Ministers. 126 

Female education was not a high priority, and the government moved slowly to 
address its weaknesses. A second school for girls, the Abbas school, finally opened 
in 1895; and it helped somewhat in addressing the class concerns of parents. The 
new school would deal more exclusively with girls of the lower classes, while the Sania 
school could focus on middle- and upper-class girls. The curriculum at the two schools 
remained similar; however, the Sania school attracted better teachers. In fact, some 
teachers at the Abbas school lacked even a primary certificate. 127 Ten years after the 
opening of the Abbas school, a note from the Ministry of Public Instruction to the 
majlis al-nuzzar , indicated the distinction between the schools: 

Day by day, the Sania school for girls takes the form of a school intended for girls of 
the highest class among the people. Recently, it has moved to a magnificent building. 
Applications for admission exceed the number of positions currently available. Con¬ 
sequently, it appears necessary to choose the best students for this school. The [most] 
effective method [for doing so], without a doubt, would be to increase fees.... As for 
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the people who cannot pay the aforementioned fees, they can send their daughters to 
the girls’ division of the Abbas school, which follows the same program as the Sania 
School, but the fees remain the same . 128 


By the following year, all of the pupils at the Sania school, internal and external, were 
paying fees, while almost two-thirds of the female students at the Abbas school paid 
no fees. In his Annual Report for 1907, Cromer proudly indicated that the Sania 
school was representative of the changes in education, boasting that the number of 
students reached 265, and “every girl... is a paying pupil.” Nevertheless, parents 
continued to demonstrate a concern for the education their daughters were receiving. 
They continued to request a more general education, without undue emphasis on 
teacher-training. 129 

Despite the continuous demand for expansion, extension, and improvement, the 
government was slow to respond. Even in the capitals of the provinces, primary schools 
for girls did not open until 1909. By 1922, a number of new government schools 
opened that offered parents a greater diversity of curriculum and expanded programs 
of study. In 1910, the government created a School of Practical Housewifery, in order 
to complete girls’ education in domestic science. Girls coming to this school, and 
others following its model, were expected to be proficient in Arabic and mathematics. 
In other words, it was to serve as a “finishing school” for kuttab and elementary 
graduates. In 1916, the government created yet another class of schools for girls 
between the kuttabs and the primary schools called higher elementary schools. The 
higher elementary schools, like the kuttabs, stressed basic vernacular education but 
added an emphasis on domestic education, including needlework, cookery, laundry, 
ironing, and household administration. In 1920, the first secondary school for girls 
opened in Cairo. In the same year, a lycee for girls of the upper classes opened, and 
it radically changed the character of the Sania school. Now the school could be more 
effectively utilized as a training ground for the Sania Normal School, while most of 
the wealthier girls flocked to the new school. 130 

At the time that the Sania Normal School opened in 1900, no Egyptian woman had 
any formal training in teacher education. This new division of the Sania School served 
as the training ground for primary school teachers and administrators. Since only a few 
hundred girls attended primary schools, while thousands attended elementary schools, 
the need for elementary teachers was much greater. In 1903, the Bulaq Normal School 
opened to meet this ever-increasing demand. Strong prejudice still existed amongst 
middle- and upper-class Egyptians regarding their daughters entering the field of 
teaching. Nevertheless, after the opening of the two teacher-training colleges in Cairo, 
girls of the lower middle class began to enter the ranks of teaching in larger numbers. 
Under the leadership of Saad Zaghlul, the Ministry of Public Instruction encouraged 
greater Egyptian participation and expanded programs of female teacher training in 
the provinces. By 1919, 10 of the 14 provincial councils had established teachers’ 
colleges for women. Nevertheless, the annual output of female teachers remained 
under 200 per year, while the need was estimated at 900. In 1907 the government 
also began a program of sending a small number of girls to England to complete their 
training in teacher education. 131 
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The lack of indigenous, female teachers remained a perennial problem for the 
expansion of education. The profession of teaching, for males and females, never 
attained status in Egypt during the period under study. In fact, teachers did not even 
receive government pension benefits until 1880. In his study of educational and career 
choices of Egyptian students under the British occupation, Donald Reid notes that 
(male) students viewed the Teacher Training College as “a dead-end street.” He points 
out that the low status of the job was accompanied by an equally low pay, which 
was actually cut during the inflationary years of World War I. The government made 
periodic efforts to improve conditions for teachers; however, when belt-tightening 
measures were needed, the educational system, in general, and teachers, in particular 
suffered. Educated males preferred to enter more financially and socially remunerative 
positions in other sectors of government service or in private enterprise. The Annual 
Report of the British Consul-General gave yearly witness to the shortage of teaching 
personnel, and as dire the need for male teachers, the need for female teachers was 
even greater. Despite the introduction of fees in all other areas of the upper track 
of the educational system, the government continued to offer free instruction to 
males and females pursuing a career in education. As an extra incentive, female 
students received free room and board, in addition to free tuition. Students at the 
Sania school with excellent attendance and superior conduct received an additional 
monthly allowance. 132 

The problem of finding qualified female teachers had been an issue since the 
establishment of the School of Midwifery. All institutions of learning grappled with 
the problem of finding qualified, female personnel. At both public and private schools 
for girls, conditions necessitated the employment of foreign females (Western and 
Levantine), as well as male teachers, particularly for some subjects, such as Arabic and 
religion. The existence of male teachers, and to a lesser degree foreign females, provided 
parents with a justification for prohibiting or limiting their daughters’ education. 133 

Women of the upper class had the greatest flexibility regarding their education. 
They had the means to employ their own tutors, conduct literary salons in their 
homes, or to seek knowledge at the best private facilities available. When the Egyptian 
University was established in 1908, 31 women, of whom 3 were Egyptian, attended 
lectures with men at the new school. Nevertheless, the university did not open its 
doors to all women. The memoirs of Nabawiyya Musa poignantly demonstrate the 
difficulties facing women seeking higher education. She was told that there was no 
“special space prepared for women,” and she was moved to write a letter to the director 
indicting Egyptian men for their failure in educating women despite their promises 
regarding its necessity. Perhaps the university made no accommodation for Muslim 
females. Regardless of its ambiguous entrance policies for women, the university 
solicited one journal edited by, contributed to, and written for women. 134 

Early in 1909, Huda Shaarawi helped to plan a special lecture series at the university 
for women, inviting French feminist Margarite Clement to speak. The initial lecture 
was so successful that the women turned it into a series held on Friday afternoons, 
when the university was not in session. Malak Hifni Nasif, an Egyptian writer, teacher, 
and feminist, contributed to this series. Among the issues that she addressed were the 
importance of education (religious, moral, and practical) for girls, women’s rights, 
and the importance of not following the customs of the foreigners. European men 
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also lectured in this series, which included discussions on education, health, and 
hygiene. 1 ' 5 '’ 

By the fall of 1909, the university established a more formal program of study 
for women under the direction of Mile. A. Couvreur from the Lycee Racine in Paris. 
According to Reid, the audience for Mile. Couvreur’s lecture series “could not have 
been more upper crust,” including eight princesses, the wives of beys and pashas, 
Christian notables, and the wives and daughters of future prime ministers. Couvreur’s 
lectures were in French, the language of the highest tier of society. Her course cov¬ 
ered psychology, philosophy, education, and feminism. She requested authors for the 
library including Herbert Spencer, Gustav Le Bon, and Friedrich Nietzche. The uni¬ 
versity published two of her works: La Femme aux Differentes Epoques de I’FListoire and 
Psychologie et Morale Feminines. Couvreur’s message of greater educational opportunity 
for women and the importance of women to the home, family, and nation rang true to 
her audience. Writing in the spring of 1911, Mile. Couvreur informed the university 
secretary that the women were progressing well and were ready for studies of a more 
critical and analytical nature. During that academic year, Couvreur received some 
assistance from Labiba Hashim, a Syrian Christian writer with her own women’s jour- 
nal, fatat al-sharq. Hashim lectured in Arabic on the subject of education/upbringing 
[al-tarbiya]. A number of her speeches were reprinted in al-muqtataf, as well as in her 
own journal. She opened her first lecture by explaining that “the life of a nation is 
its men and its women, and there are no men and women without sound bodies and 
high morals, both of which stem from a strong education.” She went on to discuss the 
important role of both parents in providing the proper material and moral upbringing 
for their children. 1:56 

By 1911 greater facilities were made available to the women, and the program of 
study expanded to include lectures given in Arabic on history and home economics. 
Mile. Couvreur continued to lecture on education and morals in French. The history 
course covered both ancient and modern history including the significant changes 
in government, the most famous queens of Egypt, Egypt and the Islamic state, the 
influence of Islam on the customs of Egypt, the mamluk state, and the French invasion. 
The university hired Nabawiyya Musa to deliver these lectures. Ironically, history was 
one of Musa’s worst subjects. She was the first Egyptian girl to sit for the secondary 
certificate examination, and she received only 11 points out of a possible 25 in history. 
Finally, the women’s section included a course on home economics, discussing the 
history of the subject, finance, hygiene, home selection, married life/family happiness, 
and household manners/morals. This segment was to be taught by a prominent Syrian 
Christian, Mrs. Rahma Sarruf. The women also had the option of attending lectures in 
Semitic languages and in ancient history given by members of the university’s regular 
teaching staff. 137 

Although there was support for the lecture series by the rector, Prince Fuad, as well 
as from the university’s administrative council, the series was discontinued because of 
public opposition. The women’s section lectures were held during morning hours and 
on Fridays to avoid conflict and overlap with male students. These scheduling efforts 
did not stop demonstrators, who forcefully prevented the women from entering the 
buildings. Furthermore, the university secretary, Abd al-Aziz Fahmy, received threat¬ 
ening mail. Although many secondary sources cite the fact that disturbances occurred, 
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there is no information given on the make-up of the opposition. Baron indicates that 
male students were the source of the opposition, and that they materially benefited 
from the cancellation of the women’s section for the 1912-13 academic year—three 
additional male students were sent on educational missions abroad. Meanwhile, it was 
not until 1928 that Egyptian women were formally admitted into the university. 138 


Conclusion 


The strong public reaction to the women’s section of the university was part and 
parcel of a strong public interest in education, in general, and women’s education in 
particular. Over the course of the nineteenth century, the choices for girls’ education 
dramatically expanded, and by 1900 they included a range of public and private 
facilities offering education from kindergarten to post-secondary. In 1800, aside from 
home-schooling, the best opportunity a girl might have was to study in a kuttab, 
up until she started showing the signs of physical maturity. With the growth of the 
centralizing state and boys’ educational programs, girls’ horizons slowly broadened as 
well. As we shall see in chapter 7, in many ways the discourse on female education in 
Egypt mirrored that of boys’ education with concern for expansion, the evils of foreign 
education, and the importance of a “national” curriculum. As education became a 
desired commodity, the demand for schools increased, particularly the demand for 
higher-track schools. Nevertheless, debates regarding curriculum for girls divided 
along lines of gender and class. 
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Chapter 7 


The Discourse on Female Education 


Modern discussions of the necessity of female education in Egypt can be traced to 
the noteworthy efforts of Rifaat Rafia al-Tahtawi, who had traveled to France with 
an early educational mission during the time of Muhammad Ali. Rather than view¬ 
ing him as a precocious anomoly, Peter Gran argues that he was a product of the 
religio-cultural-trading center of Tahta in upper Egypt, where Tahtawi studied sub¬ 
jects beyond those usually found in the madrasa. His ability to tutor while just a young 
student at Azhar lends credence to his bountiful early education. At al-Azhar, Tahtawi 
studied under Shaykh Hassan al-Attar, and once again his curriculum expanded 
beyond the norm encompassing history, literature, and geography. Rather than view¬ 
ing his tenure in France between 1826 and 1831 as a complete departure from his 
past, we should view it as an expansion and continuation. 1 

His writings on the education of girls represent both his upbringing and early 
education, as well as his experience in France. In murshid al-amin lil-binat wal-banin 
[1872], Tahtawi begins with traditional argumentation that the education of girls 
does not violate religious convention. He demonstrates this point by discussing early 
exemplars of female learning and the encouragement of learning in the Quran and 
hadith. Thus, his first concern was to demonstrate the congruity of girls’ education 
with Islam and to silence any traditionalist opposition. He then tries to counter 
those who might argue on scientific grounds that women should not be educated, 
contending that women are as capable of learning as men, despite some biological 
differences. Furthermore, he argues that the benefits derived from female education 
outweigh any disadvantages, by pointing out the evils of laziness and the importance 
of education for a harmonious marriage. Consequently, an improved family life would 
stem from a more harmonious marriage. Based upon this rationale, Tahtawi believes 
that boys and girls should receive an equal (primary) education. He does point out 
that most women are not suited for the study of government administration; however, 
he also cites historical examples of great female rulers in the East and the West. Finally, 
he concludes that an improvement in the lives of men, women, and families would 
necessarily lead to reform of the nation [ al-watan\. In other words, as Qasim Amin 
would be a quarter century later, Tahtawi was a proponent of developmental idealism. 
At the same time that Tahtawi was writing about these subjects, Ottoman thinkers as 
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well underscored the important role played by women in the home and the need to 
inculcate children with sound morals and patriotism. 2 

Advocates of female education writing in the years after Tahtawi advanced few new 
arguments, rather, they recast his arguments with varying degrees of emphasis and 
offering new details on different aspects. 3 The most novel arguments dealt with the 
appropriate curriculum for girls’ schools. Among the first to write were the Syrian 
Christians in al-muqtataf and al-hilal, beginning in the 1880s. A series of female- 
penned articles appearing in the bab tadbir al-manzil section of al-muqtataf in 1884 
demonstrate the concern of this community for the education of their daughters. The 
first author in the series, Mrs. Salma Tanus, argued 

The woman is .. . the one who binds society together, and were she not mannered, moral, 
and of delicate character, then society would waste away.. . .They [women] are the mis¬ 
tresses of families and homes, undertaking their administration and organization .. . 
Thus, women are the foundation of civilization . .. .They must be educated in the sci¬ 
ences .. . but their education regarding housework and the needs of the family must not 
be overlooked. 

She goes on to liken the woman without education to the professional man without 
vocational education. One noteworthy aspect of Mrs. Tanus’s arguments is that girls’ 
education must include a balance of scholarly education and practical education in 
home economics, in addition to knowledge of a craft or skill. 4 

Mrs. Maryam Jurji Ilyan read Mrs. Tanus’s article, and she felt compelled to con¬ 
tinue writing upon the subject. She discusses similarities and differences between men 
and women to demonstrate the need for female education; and she points to the exam¬ 
ple of great female rulers in the West. The thrust of her argument, as is the case in most 
of this discourse, is that women are responsible for their children and their homes, 
and “without good homes civilization does not exist.” Mrs. Ilyan concludes that the 
woman must receive an education equal to that of the man, because she “is the foun¬ 
dation and pillar of the country’s success.” 5 Yet another woman, Mrs. Shams Shahadi 
read Mrs. Ilyan’s article, and she too participated in the discourse. Mrs. Shahadi did 
not differ radically from either of the previous writers, again emphasizing the mother- 
educator role of the woman. The distinguishing feature of her article was that she 
addressed herself to other women, in particular, and emphasized their role in improv¬ 
ing their own condition. She called upon her sisters to discuss women’s issues rather 
than the trivial topics of food, clothing, and new stores. 6 

These articles are interesting because they are representative of the genre that 
would follow for the next 40 years. There are numerous discussions of the differences 
between men and women; women’s complementary equality with men and their 
ability to learn; the importance of the woman’s role as wife, mother, and household 
administrator; historic and religious exemplars of female learning; the hinging of 
societal reform upon reform of the woman, the home, and the family; and what 
specifically female education should entail. Although the women contributing to 
al-muqtataf in 1884 were discussing the situation in Syria and the Syrian community 
in Egypt, more writers began to address the conditions in Egypt specifically by the 
following decade. The arrival of the British in 1882 encouraged further debate. While 
the British rationalized the occupation of Egypt based upon the lowly position of its 
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women, they also cut back on government spending. 7 As the British anglicized the 
curriculum and the language of instruction in all schools, the notion of a “national” 
curriculum emerged, with respect to religion, language, and history. 8 We must first 
look at this larger current in the discourse on education before examining that which 
specifically deals with girls. 

Many Egyptians preferred to send their sons to government schools to avoid the 
influence of foreigners; however, the more significant factors were their high standards, 
instruction in a foreign language, and thus greater opportunities for employment. 
Students in these schools often learned European languages outside the language 
classroom. Certain subjects, such as math and drawing, were frequently taught by 
foreigners, given the shortage of native teachers. Egyptians began to demand more 
instruction in their native tongue. Prior to the occupation, most Egyptian boys in 
primary school studied French as a foreign language. 9 Although the British repeatedly 
claimed that Egyptians were free to select a foreign language, more and more students 
studied English due to the possibility for government service and the reality of admin¬ 
istrative control by the British. Nevertheless, they were not successful in overtaking 
was the law school, which remained a nerve center for anti-British propaganda. 10 

The Egyptian push for Arabic instruction came shortly after the turn of the century, 
around the time that Saad Zaghlul became Minister of Public Instruction in late 
1906. This effort was part of a larger effort to nationalize the curriculum, with greater 
emphasis on Arabic, religion, and national history. The battle to nationalize the 
curricula manifested itself in a struggle against Douglas Dunlop, the much-hated 
and frequently lampooned British advisor to the Ministry of Public Instruction. The 
only person who appears to have a kind word for Dunlop is Cromer, who chose 
his hard-working and irascible tennis partner to implement his educational policies. 
Cromer gave him the title advisor for public education; and Dunlop, who had first 
come to Egypt as a missionary/teacher, held this post for nearly 20 years. Despite 
some 30 years of service in Egypt, Dunlop allegedly never learned a word of Arabic. 
Furthermore, he mistrusted colleagues who did learn the language, favoring those who 
did not. 11 

A 1908 article in al-tarbiya, a children’s magazine edited by the staff of al-liwd 
nicely summarized Egyptian objections to Dunlop. First, it contended that Dunlop 
shunned the study of French, because he believed that it would encourage nationalism 
among the Egyptians. Instead, he endorsed English language instruction in hopes that 
it would reinforce the occupation. The article then asserted that Dunlop viewed Arabic 
as an even greater “messenger of nationalism,” thus he “suffocated” its use in the public 
schools. Similarly, the article accused him of curtailing religious education, as well 
as pharaonic and Islamic history, in an effort to weaken the students’ love of their 
homeland. 12 

As discussed in chapter 6, Eldon Gorst began working with Saad Zaghlul to address 
some of these concerns in 1907. Gorst was a younger, more open-minded individual 
than Cromer, who was prone to moodiness and tantrums. From the memoirs of Abbas 
Hilmi II, we learn that Gorst’s father had been Minister of Public Education in England 
and that he frequently traveled with his family to Egypt for the season. In addition 
to vacation time spent in Egypt, Gorst also served in the Ministry of Finance and the 
Ministry of the Interior before replacing Cromer. Thus, he was in Egypt during the 
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Dinshawai incident and felt that amends ought to be made. For all of these reasons, 
Gorst was more amenable than Cromer to the demands of Saad Zaghlul. 15 

The first order of business was to teach more subjects in Arabic. In primary schools, 
all subjects, except English, would be taught in Arabic. In secondary schools, most 
subjects would be taught in Arabic; however, some instruction would remain in 
English given the shortage of native teachers. 14 Second, students would be able to 
respond to the secondary school examination questions in Arabic, as long as the subject 
had been taught in Arabic. Finally, for primary students, classroom hours in religion 
increased by 30 percent. This new allotment not only provided more time for religious 
and moral instruction, it also served to reinforce the study of the Arabic language and 
Islamic history. Christians and Jews would be separated from their Muslim classmates 
for such lessons. To better accommodate the new arrangement, religion class would be 
held at the end of the day so that non-Muslim students could leave if no provision was 
made for their instruction. 15 Thus, there was some effort to meet Egyptian demands 
for boys’ education. Nevertheless, the changes were slow in implementation. Three 
years later, at the Egyptian National Congress in Brussels, the delegate speaking on 
education complained that Egyptian children were “ignorant of their own language” 
and that the curriculum in the primary schools “disregard [ed] the study of national 
history.” 11 ’ 

The demands for a greater voice in education, reduced fees, increased expenditure 
for education, and a “national” curriculum continued through the 1919 revolutionary 
period. After independence in 1922, politicians could no longer blame the British 
for these problems, and they became the new targets. A cartoon from al-latdif 
al-musawwara from August of 1922 demonstrates continuing Egyptian concerns 
(figure 7.1). On one side of the picture lies the “shore of light and knowledge,” 



Figure 7.1 From the shore of ignorance to the shore of knowledge 

Source : al-lata if al-musawwara. 
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and on the other, that of “ignorance and darkness.” A member of the elite, labeled 
“administrators of Egyptian schools,” is about to launch a boat from the shore of 
ignorance, across the river, to the shore of knowledge. The boat, labeled “Egyptian 
schools,” is filled with “the [male] children of the wealthy” and sacks of money. The 
“children of the poor,” including one girl, remain on the shore of ignorance, while an 
effendi begs the boatswain to carry these children across for a reasonable fare. The man 
responds, “A reasonable fare, [that] was ages ago, as for now, so long (peace be upon 
you).” 17 According to Salmoni, the curriculum between 1923 and 1952 “did not 
evince ... an early conscious commitment to social and political change.” 18 Even 
Saad Zaghlul, known for his advanced views on education had this to say in response 
to a 1926 proposal to increase the number of free positions in government schools: 
“All rich and poor are Egyptians equal in rights, and the rich may be stronger and 
more able to make use of education.” 19 

The discourse on female education reflected a concern for these same issues, which 
affected women to a greater extent, given foreign domination over female education. 
Alexandra de Avierino, a Syrian in Egypt, used her magazine, anis al-jalis, as an early 
forum for this discussion, and as mentioned in chapter 5 sometimes used household 
organization as an entrance into the subject. In addition to calling for the education 
of women and chronicling its development, she took time to praise those men who 
advanced this cause, pointing out their importance in helping women achieve their 
role as “a partner in service to the nation.” She published her own articles, as well as 
those from other male and female authors. Most of the contributors were in agreement 
that “the woman is the first and best school” for the child, that women need education 
for the sake of the family, and that this education had important implications for the 
future of the nation. 20 Other contributors to the women’s press followed the strong 
lead of Avierino and the aforementioned women contributing to al-muqtataf. i 21 

Since girls were less likely to attend government schools and there were such 
shortages of female Egyptian teachers, the fear of “foreign-ness” predominated the 
discourse in the press. While boys too might be at risk, some men went so far as 
to argue that women were at even greater risk since they were more “susceptible” to 
succumbing to the moral standards of foreigners. 22 Their predominance in foreign 
and mission schools made them even weaker in Arabic than their male counterparts. 
Men, in particular, seemed to fear that their daughters would become completely 
Europeanized because of their foreign language instruction. 27 One man, writing in 
1901, vehemently insisted that “[t]he Arabic language must be taught to the girl 
before any foreign languages, for it is the language of her mother, her father, her 
ancestors, her husband, and her country.” 24 Women too expressed concerns over the 
evils of foreign education. One mother indicted all Egyptian schools, complaining 
that foreign schools “lure the women of this country” into abandoning their language, 
clothing, and customs, and that the government and native schools blindly follow the 
programs of the foreign schools. 27 

Even after the reforms of 1907, public schools for girls were slow to Arabize the 
curriculum due to the shortage of Egyptian teachers for all subjects. 26 The press tar¬ 
geted Dunlop as the source of the problem. An article, supposedly written by a female 
student, critiqued Dunlop’s view of Arabic. During a visit to the author’s school, 
Dunlop asks the girl what language she prefers, to which she responds, “Arabic, 
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because it is the language of the noble Quran and the beloved national language.” 27 
Similarly, the public discourse displayed concern for girls studying “national” reli¬ 
gion and history, rather than that of the foreigners. Both Muslims and Christians 
generated an especially great concern over their daughters’ instruction in religion and 
morals. 28 

Although the content did not differ radically, the first two decades of the twenti¬ 
eth century witnessed a quantitative increase in the number of people writing about 
women’s education. There were greater discussions about the curricula in girls’ schools 
and which girls should be educated, as well as more nationalist calls for education. 
Up until World War I, Syrian Christians, who dominated the Egyptian press, were 
more likely to speak in terms of the Arab nation, the Ottoman State, the East, or the 
community. 29 Egyptians took great pride in being part of the East, even in the period 
following independence. 30 As increasing numbers of Egyptians contributed to this 
discourse, writers began to speak more about the importance of female education for 
“the” nation [ al-watan ], as opposed to al-bilad, al-umma, or al-awtan. By the first 
decade of the twentieth century several Egyptian newspapers appeared: al-mn’ayyad 
(1889), al-liwa’ (1900), and al-jarida (1907). These and other Egyptian publica¬ 
tions began to contribute to the growing discourse on girls’ education. The magazine 
al-tarbiya specifically encouraged girls’ education. The cover prominantly displayed 
sketches of a young girl studying, alongside those of schoolboys playing and reading. 
Furthermore, it contained a special section just for girls, which was later renamed 
the girls’ and women’s section. Articles in this department lamented the pitiful con¬ 
dition of female education, highlighted its importance, and linked it to the progress 
of the nation: 

The education of girls is among the most important necessities because they will sit 
at the throne of a kingdom, which despite its small size, has an extremely important 
position .. . 

... There is no way for nations to advance or uplift themselves, except with the 
education of girls and the cultivation of their minds . 31 

The discourse on female education frequently made references to and comparisons 
with the West. The writers of al-tarbiya were quick to point out that “the Egyptian 
girl is capable of being educated and civilized like the Western woman, when she is 
provided with the means.” 32 

The nationalist press tried to find new ways to advance the cause of universal 
education, in general, and female education, in particular. Another article in al-tarbiya 
masqueraded as a complaint against forcing girls at the Sania school to “lick their plates 
clean.” The author begins by discussing the reprehensible policy of forced eating, 
which he claims leads to health problems and compels the student to take measures 
such as hiding her food inside bread. Punishments for such infractions were severe, 
with offenders being locked inside dark bathrooms. The author concludes by calling 
upon the Chief Medical Officer to look into the complaint, the principal to end the 
policy, and the Minister of Education to call for “compulsory education instead of 
compulsory food,” thus revealing the true agenda of the article. 33 

Similarly, an article in al-mu’ayyad asks who is more worthy of education, fathers 
and mothers or sons and daughters, in order to highlight the dismal state of education 
amongst all sectors of the population. The author ponders whether parents need it first 
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because they raise children, or whether children need it first because of their future 
role. Not surprisingly, the author concludes that neither generation (nor gender) can 
be ignored. 34 An even more inventive article proclaims that “he who educates the 
girl closes the prison.” The author asks, “what can the poor husband do with an 
ignorant wife, who does not answer any question he asks, except with words [that 
hit] like stones or with greater force?” He points out that the husband has no choice 
but to remove her from the home, leaving him with no one to do his housework. 
The author asserts that this turn of events will lead the wife to court, where she will 
seek maintenance [ al-nafaqa ] from her hapless husband, who will then be “strangled 
at the neck” by the ruling. He will be forced into poverty; and when he is unable 
to make payments, his ignorant wife will cause him to lose his freedom in prison. 
Finally, the author traces the source of the problem to the lack of female education. 35 
Although the argument is creatively cast, the story is familiar. Uneducated women 
create inharmonious marriages, which in turn have greater implications for society. 

All the participants in the discourse seem to be in agreement that there was a need 
for some form of female education, upon which society as a whole depended. In no 
article could I find anyone rejecting the notion of female education outright. Men and 
women, Muslims, Christians, and Jews all supported education for their daughters. 
This is not to say that there were no Egyptians who objected; but rather, those who did 
object did not or were not able to participate in the discourse taking place in the press. 36 

According to Rashid Rida, there were conservative azhari c ulama who cited ques¬ 
tionable hadith that prohibited teaching women to read and write, 37 but such opinions 
did not emanate from the press. Additionally there were men and women who objected 
to female education for precisely the same reason that led others to support it: they 
believed that an educated wife could be the cause of an inharmonious marriage, if the 
husband were uneducated or educated to a lesser degree. Thus, support for female 
education could have a class dimension. 

Those contributing to the discourse in the press were from the middle and upper 
classes, many of whom had benefited from the modern educational system established 
by Muhammad Ali and his successors. Nevertheless, some felt that female education 
should be confined by class: 

We are striving toward the happiness of the family, wanting to advance the nation 
[al-umma ], so this point of departure is the education of the girl today and the wife of 
tomorrow and the mother of the future. It is necessary to limit the education to the 
daughter of the educated class and the middle class .. . 38 

The more typical opinion was that of Mrs. Sarruf in her discussion of the Sania school. 
She felt that education should not be limited to a certain class, but that the inter¬ 
mingling of different classes should not take place in the schools. 39 Many supported 
the founding of schools for the masses [al-tabaqa al- c amma\ and commented upon 
the utility of education for this group. 40 An article in bab tadbir al-manzil had the 
following to say on the subject with respect to girls: 

It is known that if fallahin girls are educated, then it is difficult for them to return to the 
houses of their fathers and marry men from among their people. Thus, their education 
does not benefit them, it harms them. The [female] children of the fallahin do not profit 
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because they are not prepared for it. [Nevertheless], the fallahin are the backbone of the 
country, and the reform of their affairs is the most important reform needed. We have 
heard about a boarding school in Assiut that teaches girls what is necessary to run the 
home, along with reading, writing, and the principles of science ... It [the school] aims 
to reform the homes of the fallahin and make them like the peasant homes in Europe .. . 

The author then concludes that this school is proper for its station and that the country 
is in need of other such schools. 41 Similarly, Alexandra de Avierino suggested that it 
was far better to send poor girls to school, rather than having them run wild through 
the streets. 42 

Another area where contributors to the discourse disagreed was the extent, pur¬ 
pose, and content of education. Without dismissing female education entirely, some 
contributors believed that certain limitations were necessary. One particularly nega¬ 
tive article appeared in 1885 in al-muqtataf. After a rather misogynous discussion of 
biology, genetics, anatomy, and physiology, the author concludes a number of things 
about the education of girls. First, (s?)he points out that schools should be built with 
proper ventilation, lighting, and accommodation for physical activity. Second, he 
urges parents and teachers to encourage girls to participate in physical education. 
Third, he feels that girls should not study more than four hours per day, with an 
additional two hours for preparation. Fourth, he asserts that girls should not spend 
too much time on the sciences, since “knowledge of what is not beneficial is like 
ignorance of that which is beneficial.” His final two suggestions deal with mental 
and physical health. In summary, he felt that the woman should be challenged both 
physically and mentally, but not overtaxed by the burdens of education during the 
critical years of her adolescent development. 43 

An interesting aspect of the previous argument was the author’s concern for the 
introduction of physical education into the girls schools. He felt that girls needed 
special encouragement to participate in such activities because of their “natural incli¬ 
nation” toward “calmness and modesty.” Furthermore he argued that good physical 
health was necessary to perpetuate healthy future generations. 44 A number of arti¬ 
cles in al-muqtataf, in particular, encouraged greater physical activity for girls/women 
and propounded the benefits of female health. 45 In her discussion of curriculum, 
Mrs. Tanus also argued that good physical health is necessary for girls’ education and 
that its neglect by mothers and teachers leads to “fatigue, misery, distress, and anxiety 
for both girls and their families.” 4 ® 

Discussions of physical education received little press time compared to the far 
more common push for domestic education. A small minority felt that girls should 
receive an education similar in content to boys; however, the overwhelming majority 
called for a more practical curriculum, emphasizing those skills that the woman 
would need for her home. These suggestions had class implications, since privileged 
women had servants. Most believed that girls of the upper classes needed at least 
some theoretical instruction in home economics. What divided contributors to the 
discourse was how much of the more practical aspects was necessary. The following 
dialogue, printed in bab tadbir al-manzil exemplifies these concerns: 

We recently heard a [female] principal, who is famous for girl’s education and moral 
upbringing, complain about the entrance of cooking into [the curriculum] at one of 
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the higher girls’ schools, [which was] founded to graduate girls in the art of educa¬ 
tion. After some days, we heard the following conversation between a man and a 
woman: 

Man: I heard that your sister finished her studies and got her degree. Did she learn the 
science of cooking? 

Woman: My sister does not want to cook, not even in a palace or a hotel, nor does she 
desire to be a teacher of cooking. 

Man: That is not what I mean, but [after all] there is a kitchen in every home, and if 
she marries, then she will be expected to concern herself with her husband’s kitchen and 
what is cooked in it. 

Woman: I did not learn the science of cooking, and in less than a month, I knew how 
to cook more food than what one learns in a higher school. Her parents paid for her 
education so that she could associate with a man able to hire a servant to cook. If the 
husband cannot hire a cook, then he must make do with what the woman can cook, 
even if she did not learn the science of cooking. Furthermore, there are more ready-made 
foods available, which are made by specialists. The woman used to gather the wheat, 
crush it, sift it, wash it, grind it, mix it, knead it, and bake bread; [she would] spin 
cotton and wool, thread them, weave them, embroider clothes and sew [with] them; 
[she would] squeeze olives and make soap. She would make just about everything. 
Now she scarcely makes any of these things because they are made in special factories 
more inexpensively. She buys ground flour or bread and fabric or sewn clothing. She 
buys oil and soap without toiling to make them, and she buys cheese, sardines, pickles 
and many other foods for less than she could make them with her own hands ... all 
without learning how to do these things. Cooking is a vocation for which great chefs or 
cooking instructors require education, and sewing is a vocation for which seamstresses or 
sewing teachers necessitate education. So why don’t all of your sons learn shoe-cobbling, 
carpentry, masonry, and dying .. . 

Man: Take it easy, I do not aim to educate your sister in the vocation of cooking so 
that she [will] become a chef at the Ritz hotel or at the Cecil hotel, rather that she learn 
enough so that she . .. knows what is required of her in her home .. . 

Woman: Oh, how remarkable! Did you not understand what I just said. I did not learn 
the science of cooking nor that of embroidery and sewing, but nonetheless I am able to 
run my home as you [can] see. 

Man: However, if you learned the basics of practical cooking, then it would be easy 
for you to learn the causes of many errors that the cook sometimes makes ... If you 
learned the principles of embroidery and sewing, then you could save your husband 
a lot of money.... I liken the affluent woman’s education in the science of cooking to 
her husband’s education in the principles of agriculture, were he a large landowner. He 
does not strive, through his education, to become a peasant plowing the land with his 
[own] hands .. . Cooking is a chemical science, whose knowledge gratifies the senses 
[in] everyone no less than the gratification of learning math, history and geography. 
So why don’t our daughters learn it like they learn those sciences .. . The same applies 
to the science of embroidery and sewing, both of which are based on the principles 
of engineering .. . How nice it would be if our daughters, all of them, learned the 
science of preserving health, caring for the ill,. .. for the woman is the true nurse of her 
children. .. 

The man had not yet finished his discussion when I saw the family of this virtuous 
woman gleam, and she said to him, I do not grant you a thing from what you have 
said. .. Visitors entered and the subject was changed.^ 
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From this discussion two things that characterized the discourse on female 
education are evident. First, an overwhelmingly large number of men contributing 
to the discourse felt that girls’ education needed a more practical aspect. Likewise, 
in 1904, Yusif Effendi Ghanimat al-Baghdadi complained that girls spend too much 
time studying geography, science, history, and chemistry without taking an interest 
in learning how to raise children or in home economics. He and other professional 
men felt that it was not necessary for women to exert much effort in such sub¬ 
jects because they were not going to enter the workforce. Instead, they suggested 
that girls spend more time preparing themselves for marriage, motherhood, and 
household administration. 48 Although Lord Cromer wrote in his Annual Report for 
1905, that “the younger generation [of men] are beginning to demand that their 
wives ... possess some qualities other than those which can be secured in the harem,” 
clearly many felt a certain amount of intimidation regarding their wives and daugh¬ 
ters obtaining the wrong type of education, or worse yet, pursuing a career that 
could displace them. Juan Cole has argued that these concerns took on a class 
dimension, stating that given their simpler homes and modest incomes, “petite 
bourgeois intellectuals tended to advocate a much more modest sort of education 
for their women.” Furthermore, the new agrarian capitalists of the upper-middle 
class sought an education for their wives and daughters that would emphasize the 
values of thrift and efficiency, eschewing the old Turco-Circassian habit of con¬ 
spicuous consumption. 49 Thus, while they may have shared a sympathetic view 
with the woman in the dialogue with respect to providing their daughters with a 
non-vocational education, they valued practical instruction in home economics as a 
means of achieving greater household efficiency and consequently freeing up funds for 
investment. 

Regina Awwad, the Syrian editor of al-sa c ada, shared this view and painted a less 
rosy picture than Cromer. She could not understand why young men seemed to prefer 
uneducated women. Like many men, she consistently pressed for the importance of 
a domestic and practical education for girls: 

The woman enters her husband’s home in order to work, to toil sleeplessly through the 
night, to labor in the kitchen, to raise the children. These are the occupations of the 
normal woman. If the intention of marriage is raising a family . .. then why do our 
schools not teach our girls anything about cooking, household organization, and rearing 
children? 80 

Similarly, Rahma Sarruf, who lectured at the women’s section of Cairo University, 
complained that while there has been “renaissance” in girls’ education in Egypt, it has 
fallen short of its mission because of the lack of home economics in the schools. She 
called upon mothers and fathers to press for its inclusion in girls’ schools. 51 A young 
Egyptian (female) contributor to al-sufur magazine held similar views, and pressed 

for a domestic practical curriculum based upon her early experience supervising 
52 

servants. 

Despite the support for the domestic curriculum by some women, the response 
of the woman in the dialogue represents a second interesting point. Many women of 
the upper-middle and upper class viewed domestic labor as below their station, and 
thus viewed instruction in cooking, laundry, ironing, and cleaning as both demeaning 
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and unnecessary. Like the woman in the dialogue, Mrs. Sarruf expressed class-based 
concerns in her discussion of the Sania school: 

... if women from the [class of] amirs, pashas, and leading merchants entered the school, 
and they saw the girls helping with the laundry, kindling the fire, and separating the 
rice, they would not want that for their daughters. There is no doubt that they would 
demand that they be instructed in music, drawing, and other such things that complete 
[their education], which are not needed by the remainder of girls. 55 

Despite such concerns, the British and the Egyptian ruling elite believed in the 
necessity of a more “practical” curriculum. In 1897, Miss Forbes, the English head¬ 
mistress of the girls’ division at the Abbas school, wrote in her annual report that 
needlework was a subject that Egyptian girls are eager to learn and “must learn com¬ 
pletely.” Furthermore, she pointed out that more room was necessary for instruction 
in this important subject. Miss Forbes also mentioned that students would benefit 
from cooking lessons. She was particularly concerned that the girls receive “practical” 
instruction in preparing “the foods used in this country.” In other words, she did not 
wish for them to learn haute cuisine , but that which would be useful, in the short 
term, for preparing lunches for both divisions of the school, and in the long term, for 
their own homes. 54 

The administration was responsive to the demands in the press and those of school 
administrators like Miss Forbes. The Sania school underwent special renovations in 
1910 to meet the “demand for more practical education,” with the installation of a 
new room for lessons in domestic economy and cooking. 55 The following statement 
by Lord Kitchener in 1913 demonstrates continuing British efforts to this end: 

The demand for girls’ schools shows no tendency to decrease... In the elementary schools 
specially set apart for girls, the education authorities are endeavoring to develop instruc¬ 
tion on practical lines and to give early training in household management. Mistresses 
have been specially appointed with this object, their duties including the supervision 
of cleanliness and the physical condition of the children. In order to provide a course 
of training in these domestic subjects, a new section has been added to the elementary 
training college for women at Boulac. Similarly, in the girls’ primary schools, kitchens 
and laundries have been attached to the building and personnel staff strengthened by 
the appointment of trained domestic science teachers. Following on the same lines, the 
special necessities of girls’ education are being kept in view in the preparation of new 
girls schools to be erected in Cairo and Alexandria . 5 * 5 

Provincial councils aided the government in providing technical and vocational 
education for girls, once again pressing for more practical skills. A girls’ kuttab in 
Beni Suef included a special workshop for basket and wicker work, and a vocational 
school at Bulaq instructed girls in needlework, cookery, laundry, and gardening, in 
addition to “the usual book subjects.” 57 The School of Practical Housewifery in Cairo 
was instituted in order to prepare girls “to be better wives and mothers” by providing 
them with both theoretical and practical instruction. The facilities at the model school 
included special rooms for cooking, laundry, and needlework. To completely press the 
practical aspect of instruction, students would be expected to carry out the housework 
of the school, and they would be given practical examinations in cooking, needlework, 
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laundry/ironing, and household management. Their only written examination was in 
mathematics/household finance, and the only subject that did not have a direct link 
to home economics was religion. 58 

Administrators beefed up the domestic curriculum in all the girls’ schools and 
apportioned examinations to reflect the more practical outlook. In 1914, the dis¬ 
tribution of points and subjects in the written primary certificate examination was 
adjusted to address the new focus, with 60 of 145 total points dealing with vari¬ 
ous aspects of home economics. Furthermore, the girls had to complete practical 
examinations in cookery, laundry (washing and ironing), and needlework. 59 The 
new program instituted for girls’ elementary schools in 1916 included the following 
improvements: kindergarten; needlework; physical education; and practical instruc¬ 
tion in cooking, laundry, and ironing. 60 That same year, the government created 
higher elementary schools. Adly Yeghen, the Minister of Public Instruction, described 
these schools as “organized on the same basis as higher elementary schools for boys, 
but specially adapted to the practical exigencies of female education.” 61 The strong 
domestic emphasis manifested itself in the curriculum, with 12 sessions per week in 
domestic science/needlework classes, 6 in mathematics/household finance, and 2 in 
health/hygiene compared to 3 in religion, 8 in Arabic, 2 in calligraphy, 2 in drawing, 
and 1 in history. 62 

In addition to renovations at the Sania school, its teachers’ division underwent 
a restructuring in 1915. Students could now choose to specialize in either general 
education or in home economics for the final two years of study. According to Gafar 
Waly, the Minister of Public Instruction, “the goal of this division was to prepare a 
group of students to specialize in home economics, which has great significance for 
girls’ education [tarbiyat al-banat] ,” 65 Students in the home economics division would 
receive the same amount of instruction in religion, hygiene, and education, but they 
would reduce the number of lessons in English, translation, mathematics/household 
finance, geography, history, and drawing, in order to receive more intensive training 
in the theoretical and practical aspects of home economics. The bulk of the difference 
would be made up for in needlework, cookery, laundry, and housewifery. 64 


Conclusion 


The British reorganized the Egyptian educational system to fit the needs of the occu¬ 
pation. The domestic and practical bent in female education was part of their effort 
to tame, sanitize, and control the Egyptians. The emphasis on the Victorian ideal 
of domesticity served to both justify the occupation and to quell the rising tide of 
feminism in Britain. These views, which held Britain as the pinnacle of civilization 
and domesticity as the key to advancement, were held by both high- and low-level 
administrators, as well as by males and females. 65 While the Egyptian ruling elite 
viewed such reforms as necessary for the lower tier of the educational system and 
supported a domestic curriculum for their daughters, the measures were somewhat 
less popular among women of the upper classes and proved difficult to carry out. 
Interestingly enough, Salmoni found that this continued to be mantra of male public 
opinion that was repeatedly criticized by women after independence. 66 
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Juan Cole attributes the distinction in views between elite men and women to 
the quality and nature of their respective educations. Among the ruling elite were 
the new agrarian capitalists, who placed a high value on rational economizing and 
received superior educations, while their wives and daughters “continued to be super¬ 
ficially educated” and “remained outside” their culture and values. 67 While certain 
characteristics can be drawn regarding the education of upper-class boys graduating 
from the Europeanized government schools and the more prestigious private schools, 
one cannot categorize women’s education at the turn of the century as “superficial.” 
Can one place a woman who studied at home with a German governess and native 
shaykhs in the same category as one who studied with Mary Whately, or equate the 
education of the girl who studied for a few years at a French convent school with 
that of one who graduated from the American (Mission) College? As seen from the 
discussion of the women’s press in chapter 5, at least a significant minority of educated 
women had something more than a superficial education. Many of the women who 
owned, edited, and contributed to the women’s press had a substantial knowledge of 
history, literature, and geography. Furthermore, many of them valued the qualities of 
economy and efficiency. Although a number of the pioneers in this field, for example, 
Alexandra de Avierino, were educated in Syria, many contributors were Egyptian and 
educated in Egypt. 

The common thread in women of the upper classes’ objection to the domestic and 
practical bent of education was not necessarily their experience (or lack thereof) in the 
classroom, rather it was their view of what family life should entail. Like the woman 
in the dialogue, they felt that they should not have to settle for less than that to which 
they were accustomed. For women of the lower and middle classes, education was an 
assurance of marriage to a partner of equal or better status. In other words, they felt 
that they should aspire to do less work than their mothers, not more. 

Due to the unpopular response and logistical difficulties, many of the reforms in 
education were short lived. The new primary certificate examination, which aimed to 
reflect the goals of female education, proved difficult to grade and it had a high rate of 
failure. The Minister of Public Instruction called for its repeal the following year. 68 The 
domestic science division of the Sania Teachers’ College was such an utter failure that 
by 1921 it existed “in name only” because students overwhelmingly chose the general 
education division. Thus, even women from the middle and lower middle classes did 
not value these skills. Given this state of affairs, the Minister of Public Instruction, 
Gafar Waly, proposed reducing the time allotted to some aspects of home economics 
and putting more effort into those subjects that would prepare them for teaching: 
handiwork, science, and nature study. He also suggested that the entrance examination 
exclude hygiene and include history. Furthermore, graduates of government schools, 
as well as those under government inspection, would not have to take practical entrance 
examinations in home economics since it would be assumed that they possess such 
skills. Eliminating these students from the practical examinations would prove to be 
easier logistically as well, given the shortage of appliances and the difficulty of assessing 
these exams. Finally, Waly proposed that the teachers’ license examination exclude 
needlework, cooking, washing, ironing, and household administration, since these 
skills were not necessary for teaching. 69 

Despite these problems, the British viewed the results of female education quite 
positively. They measured success of the system by the willingness of parents to pay 
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fees and the number of applications exceeding the number of positions available. 
Nevertheless, these were less signs of support than indications of a lack of schools and 
a greater desire for girls’ education. The two-tiered educational system instituted by 
the British did not work as well for female education. For males it meant reserving 
positions in government service and the liberal professions for children of the upper 
classes. Additionally, it allowed for a lower level of education that the ruling elite, 
including Egyptians, believed would keep the peasant or small shopkeeper content 
with his station in life. 70 Arguments in the press might center upon which educational 
track was more important or more in need of development, but the division itself was 
not questioned. 71 

The vocational and practical bent of the upper educational tier did not mesh with 
the goals of the upper class and those who aspired to the upper class. They did not 
want their daughters becoming teachers, nurses, or doctors nor did they want them 
associating with the class of women who desired to enter those professions. Some 
administrators shared these concerns. Amin Sami felt that rather than attaching the 
Normal School to al-Sania, it should have been attached to the Abbas school, since 
many of its students were non-paying and seeking a career in teaching. Instead, he felt 
that the Sania school ought to have a post-primary division for upper class, paying 
students. 72 Many parents with such concerns over class and curriculum chose to 
educate their daughters at home. Others sent their daughters to the numerous foreign 
and minority schools, where the curriculum was better suited to their daughters’ 
lives. In addition to the basics, at the most exclusive of these schools, girls learned 
some handiwork and perhaps a small dose of theoretical home economics. More 
importantly, they received instruction in refined subjects, such as music, art, and 
languages. 

By providing competition with the government schools, the foreign schools helped 
spur the government to create more schools and to rethink the curriculum. While 
many educated Egyptians felt that there was much to admire in foreign (Western) 
education, most felt that certain limitations and adjustments were necessary. In partic¬ 
ular, foreign schools were weak with respect to a national curriculum, and this concern 
grew in the two decades preceding the 1919 Revolution. The presence of these foreign 
schools fostered the growth of community and national schools: Muslim, Coptic, and 
Jewish. 73 The British occupation and the strong presence of foreign schools stimu¬ 
lated the debate in the press over what was to be admired from the West and what was 
to be avoided. Qasim Amin and his conservative critic Talaat Harb were merely two 
variations on this theme, with Amin representing the extreme pro-Western viewpoint 
and Harb representing the extreme pro-Islamic element. The well-studied issue of 
the veil is merely a metaphor for their positions, and thus is not dealt with here. 74 
Interestingly enough, in her study of women’s biographies in the Egyptian press, 
Marilyn Booth found the issue (of veiling/unveiling) largely absent. 75 What was far 
more important was women’s education and comportment. As we see in the follow¬ 
ing chapter, textbooks provided a blueprint for women in these arenas, whether they 
chose to restructure society from within their home or whether they were to educate 
the next generation in schools. 



Chapter 8 


Textbooks: Defining Roles and 
Boundaries 


Introduction 


Since the 1960s, there have been numerous studies of contemporary American 
textbooks by specialists in curriculum and instruction, sociology, and psychology. 
These studies highlight the significance of textbooks for understanding cultural norms 
and values. Textbooks have the advantage of being more accessible than what is taught 
in the home or learned from other sources. Nevertheless, many of these studies fail 
to examine the historical and political context from which these textbooks emerge. 
According to Apple and Christian-Smith, textbooks are more than “delivery systems of 
‘facts’,” they reflect much more “profound political, economic, and cultural relations 
and histories.” 1 

As these studies have advanced, scholars have begun to utilize textbooks as a means 
of examining power relations in society, including biases against women, minorities, 
and the working class. More recently, studies have turned to older textbooks as a 
means of studying such relations historically. 2 Most studies of Arabic and Egyptian 
textbooks, however, focus on the contemporary period. Many of these authors are 
modernization theorists with an Orientalist bent, that is, they seek to show the “back¬ 
wardness” of Egyptian society, its lack of modernity, its selective cultural borrowing, 
and its essentialist Islamic element, particularly with respect to issues of women and 
gender. 3 Furthermore, they share many of the same structural weaknesses as tradi¬ 
tional American studies of textbooks, and they utilize the same techniques of analysis. 4 
Recently a number of more innovative studies have been carried out by historians, 
anthropologists, and political scientists. 5 

Much like the advertisements discussed in chapter four, textbooks do not mirror 
society exactly, but rather they present distorted or idealized images of reality as con¬ 
ceived by the ruling elite and textbook authors. Curriculum serves as a powerful means 
of social control by legitimating existing power relations and projecting this socially 
constructed image as natural. 6 Indeed, “[hjegemonic leadership involves developing 
intellectual, moral and philosophical consent from all major groups in a nation.” 7 
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Turn-of-the-century Egypt was a site of struggle between the British occupiers, the 
Egyptian ruling elite, and the intellectuals, over what constituted an Egyptian identity. 
The Egyptian elite shared the British desire to limit the higher track of education and 
to attain fiscal solvency. Nevertheless, like many journalists and urban professionals, 
they desired a curriculum with greater emphasis on religion, morals, and Arabic, as 
discussed in chapter 7. 

The “official” textbook itself is but one link in a chain that connects the government, 
the educational bureaucracy, the teacher, and the student. The historical context 
helps to explain the ideal as conceived by the government and textbook authors, 
but it does not necessarily address other factors in the equation—who is reading 
the textbooks, where those textbooks are being used, what is understood from the 
textbooks, and how teachers are conveying (or not conveying) this information to 
their students. 8 

By examining the textbooks used in girls’ schools by the second decade of the 
twentieth century, 9 we can study the differing agenda of the two educational tracks, 
witness the governmental attempt to meet the public demand for a domestic curricu¬ 
lum in girls’ schools, and examine new modes of consumption. At the same time, 
the textbooks display an attempt to forge a national identity, which valued traditional 
morality, yet called for a new form of identification as citizens. Textbooks targeted 
both the individual and the home as sites of reform, the springboards from which the 
new nation would emerge. 


Two Textbooks for Two Educational Tracks 


As discussed in chapter 6, by the turn of the century, there were two lingering problems 
in government schools for girls: ambiguity over mission and lack of female teachers. 
The two-tiered educational system did not clarify matters, it only clouded them 
further. The lack of teachers necessitated the recruitment of women from the lower 
middle class into the upper track of the school system (primary, secondary, and 
higher schools of education). Nevertheless, at the same time, the government sought 
to provide an education suitable for upper-middle-class and upper-class girls, which 
would prepare them to become good wives, skilled mothers, and loyal citizens. 

The lower tier of the educational system (the kuttabs, elementary schools, and 
vocational/technical schools) also had a specific agenda. It was to provide the stu¬ 
dent (male or female) with basic literacy and mathematics skills, which would equip 
him/her “with sufficient knowledge to take care of his [or her] station in life.” Many 
of the schools in the lower educational track were traditional kuttabs, and thus a 
religious emphasis is not surprising. Even in the newer elementary schools religion 
played a major role. Although Cromer questioned the validity of increasing the num¬ 
ber of lessons in religion from two to three, he accepted the change for the stated 
purpose of attracting more charitable endowments to fund the lower educational 
track. Furthermore, religion classes helped to serve as a form of control, even in the 
upper track of the educational system, in order to defend “against evil passions,” 
“strengthen the ties which unite individuals,” and set the individual on “the path 
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to righteousness in this world.” These ideas regarding education’s utility for this 
purpose were new neither to Egypt nor to Islam. Furthermore, Copts as well as 
Muslims shared these opinions. Wahib Dus Bey was noted as saying “religion is the 
spirit and consciousness of the elite and . . . the bridle of the commoners.” 10 For the 
lower educational track, social control was reinforced through lessons in hygiene, 
as evidenced by a comparison of the different syllabi used for the two educational 
tracks. 

In elementary schools, hygiene classes for girls often filled the function of the more 
varied curriculum found in hygiene, morals, and home economics classes at the better 
schools. Elementary boys and girls required an extra year, and the curriculum was far 
more detailed, particularly regarding personal hygiene. Furthermore, they covered 
topics not mentioned at all in the primary school syllabus, for example, perspiration, 
vermin, the evils of alcohol, and the cleanly use of latrines. Girls in both primary and 
elementary schools covered additional topics relating to the care of children and the 
convalescent. 11 

A comparison of two textbooks bears out the differences in the two types of schools. 
Dr. Sarubyaq’s primer on health, Hygiene for Elementary Schools , consisted of two 
versions, one for boys and one for girls, the latter being nearly fifty pages longer. 
Both the male and female versions begin with three detailed chapters on personal 
hygiene. The text then moves on to the basic principles of anatomy and physiology 
as related to nutrition and digestion, including a discussion of the dangers of alcohol. 
The remaining chapters deal with clothing, sleep, housing, childcare, first-aid, and 
home nursing, with greater detail in the girls’ version. Sarubyaq employs sketches to 
reinforce his message of cleanliness and morality. To demonstrate the evils of alcohol, 
he juxtaposes two sketches of the same man, one before and one after an alcoholic 
binge. Before descending into the throws of an alcoholic stupor, the man is well 
groomed, clad in a tie, suit, and tarbush. Afterward, he is dirty, unkempt, has lost his 
tarbush , and his clothing is disheveled. These pictures are followed by one of a man 
in a straitjacket. 12 

This text’s discussion of hygiene and temperance demonstrates the concerns of the 
ruling class for control of the masses. As discussed in chapters 2 and 3, the ruling 
elite tried to sanitize, organize, and tame the mess of the cities with public works 
projects, public services, and new forms of order. The government hoped to extend 
its sphere of influence into the home by teaching the principles of hygiene, morals, 
and home economics. The ruling elite shared the British occupiers’ fetishism with 
cleanliness, which embodied the bourgeois values of monogamy, industrial capital, 
and class control. 1 ' 5 Ironically, Islamic culture is predicated on rituals of cleanliness 
and ablution. Furthermore, there was an indigenous tradition of instructive litera¬ 
ture [wa c z ], directed at men to instruct women on hygiene, as well as caring for the 
home and the family. 14 Thus, the British were imposing their own more recently 
adopted models of cleanliness on a culture that had a longstanding tradition of 
hygiene. 

With respect to alcohol, the mainstream, women’s, and children’s press fre¬ 
quently ran articles warning about its dangers, from both a health and a morals 
standpoint. 15 Nevertheless, the literate population received mixed messages from the 
press, which also secured revenue from alcohol advertisers. Alcohol consumption 
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among certain segments of the upper class was well established from the ruling 
family down. According to Timothy Mitchell, the concern for such habits spreading 
among the lower classes was of far more interest to reformers and social critics, 
who feared the spread of alcoholism, promiscuity, disease, and insanity amongst 
the lower classes. 16 Nevertheless, alcoholism remained an upper-class phenomenon. 
Unlike Europe, which had a ready supply of inexpensive alcohol for the working 
classes, Egypt had mainly expensive imports. Even the more inexpensive locally 
produced wines and beers were inaccessible to the masses. While alcohol was the 
drug of choice for the upper classes, locally grown hashish remained the vice of 
the lower classes. The lower classes lacked the leisure and money to recklessly pursue 
promiscuity, and they tended to care for the mentally ill in their own homes rather than 
institutionalizing them. 

In contrast to the social control manifested in Hygiene for Elementary Schools, 
Muhammad Rushdy’s General Management of Health and Illness was designed to cre¬ 
ate savvy nurse-mothers/consumers among upper-middle-class and upper-class girls 
in private and primary schools. While it covers many of the basics discussed in the ele¬ 
mentary text, it lacks detail on cleanliness and hygiene. The book covers anatomy and 
physiology in a more comprehensive manner. The sketches are simple and scientific, 
covering topics such as the nervous and digestive systems. Like the Sarubyaq text, it 
contains a section on the dangers of alcoholic beverages, although it seems to send 
a mixed message to potential consumers. It warns that alcohol can be dangerous to 
one’s health and can lead to disease; however, this warning is followed by information 
on the percentage of alcohol in various drinks and an endorsement of alcohol for 
medicinal purposes. While there is some coverage of personal hygiene, it lacks the 
detail of the elementary text. 

The entire textbook has a magazine-like quality, with advertisements for var¬ 
ious products, such as Evian mineral water, Delmar Insecticide Powder, the 
Burroughs-Wellcome syringe, and Nestles baby formula. Thus, in order to be a 
good mother, one not only needed to know how to raise healthy children and care for 
sick ones, but she also needed the proper products to do so. Rushdy includes a listing 
of “necessary medical supplies” at the end of the book, reiterating the names of all of 
these products. 17 


Home Economics: Cleanliness, Consumption, 
and Virtue 


The theme of cleanliness and the importance of the home for the nation came through 
for the primary and higher elementary schools by means of textbooks on morals and 
home economics. The lines between hygiene, morals, home economics, and even 
civics were blurred since the creation of a strong, healthy nation necessitated strong, 
healthy individuals who created strong, healthy homes. 18 Chapters on cleanliness of 
body were juxtaposed with those on behavior, which were then followed by chapters 
on maintaining the home physically, spiritually, and emotionally. The introductions 
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and conclusions frequendy linked these matters to the health of the nation. These 
textbooks sought to create mother-educators/consumers who would carry out the task 
of improving the nation through their own exemplary behavior, by carefully raising 
their children, and by sustaining a proper home. As discussed in chapter 5, these 
books were part of a larger genre of books on the proper roles of and morals for girls 
and women. 

The majority of these books were written by men, many of whom were Syrian 
Christians, but there were also female, Egyptian, and Muslim authors. Some of these 
works were direct translations from foreign books. For example, Elementary Educa¬ 
tion and Morals was a French text adopted by Education Minister Ahmed Hechmat 
when he found nothing to his satisfaction amongst Egyptian textbooks. 19 By the 
second decade of the twentieth century, however, there were more titles by indige¬ 
nous authors, who sought to provide books specifically for Eastern girls in an Eastern 
context. Speaking in terms of “Easterners” was not uncommon in textbooks, partic¬ 
ularly given the prominent role of Syrian intellectuals in education and government 
administration. There were also texts with a more strictly Egyptian nationalist/Islamic 
agenda. In writing adab al-fatat, Ali Effendi Fikry received inspiration from Talaat 
Harb’s tarbiyat al-mar'a , and his message does not stray far from that of Tahtawi, 
namely that female education would foster an improved home life and Islam affirms 
such an education. 20 

By examining two home economics textbooks, we can examine the important 
linkage between individual, home, and nation, as well as the themes of cleanliness, 
consumption, and virtue. The differences between the two textbooks reflect variations 
of opinion on the proper education of girls, as well as slightly different target audiences. 
Furthermore, the texts reflect the tension between what is to be admired and adopted 
from the West and which traditional values should be maintained. 

Francis Mikhail, author of three widely circulated textbooks on home economics 
and architect of Egypt’s plan for home economics schools, read numerous foreign 
books before undertaking the composition of his own book for “girls of the nation” 
[li-banat al-watan ] ? 1 Similarly, Antun al-Gamayyil, author of The Girl and the Home, 
points out that “there are many books on female upbringing from all nations,” but 
that they are not suitable for “our Eastern life and our national customs [hiyatna 
al-sharqiyya wa c adatna al-qaivmiyya ].” 22 While Mikhail does not admit to seeking 
advice from any female informants, merely other textbooks, Gamayyil was assisted 
by a “virtuous woman” and educator, G.S. Dubuk. 

Both of these authors link the education of girls, the state of the home, and the 
condition of the nation early in their texts. In Gamayyil’s first chapter, he explains 
that home economics is a “special science” that enables the woman to bring “order, 
organization, cleanliness, and ease of mind and body” to her “small kingdom.” This 
knowledge of home economics encompasses both moral and practical dimensions 
and is necessary because “the happiness of the family depends on the excellence 
of the organization of the mistress of the house.” He closes with the following 
assertion: 

For the happiness of the family and the future of the community [ al-umma \, and in the 
noble name of marriage and the majesty of motherhood, the young woman’s education 
must be among the most important and exalted matters . 211 
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Likewise, according to Mikhail, “the happiness of civilized nations ... depends upon 
familial happiness .. . the foundation of which is the upbringing of girls and their 
education,” because they raise the “citizens” and “mothers” of the future. 24 In the 
introduction of another text he writes that home economics has great significance for 
family life, and that it aims to help girls understand their duties in the home. Such 
knowledge “increases familial happiness” and “dresses the country [ al-bilad} in new 
clothing, clothing of freedom and movement,” pulling it “out of darkness.” 25 

The Mikhail and Gamayyil texts offered girls of the middle and upper classes 
detail on consumption for the home, while still stressing the themes of cleanliness 
and order. These mothers of the future were to bring the order of the major cities 
into their home by maintaining proper hygiene for themselves and their children, 
maintaining a clean domicile, and furnishing it in the proper manner. Instructions 
for personal hygiene lack the nuts and bolts detail of the elementary schools. Mikhail 
points out that it is possible for people of all classes to own a tub; and that in a 
warm country such as Egypt, regular bathing is important. Rather than dwelling on 
how to use a sponge or loofah, he discusses what the bathroom should look like, 
how it should be furnished, when to bathe, what toiletries should be placed there, 
and how to avoid catching cold. 26 In Household Organization Mikhail even offers 
details about the cost of necessary furnishings and implements for the bathroom. The 
picture that follows the text displays a modern bathroom, with a four-legged tub, 
chairs, and fine cabinets. 27 He recommends that women change their clothing every 
four days in the summer and every week in the winter; however, for women who do 
their own housework, he suggests changing the clothes every other day or so. The 
convalescent and the nursing mother were held to an even higher standard, requiring 
a daily change. 28 

Like Mikhail, Gamayyil also discusses the arrangement of the bathroom, the uni¬ 
versality of the bathroom in the home (whether modern or traditional), when to 
bathe, and danger of catching cold. He adds information on the dangers of heating 
the bathroom by coal. 29 His only instructions for bathing are to use a loofah with 
soap, and he offers no advice on the frequency of changing one’s clothes. 

Gamayyil’s text is targeted to the wealthy girl with servants, while Mikhail’s remarks 
reflect a more diverse audience, from those with a complete staff to those with few 
or no servants. Gamayyil devotes an entire chapter to a discussion of servants, while 
the subject receives little attention in the three Mikhail texts. 50 Since these girls had 
a full staff to complete the menial tasks of housework and their mothers were long 
experienced in the chores of household management, Gamayyil’s advice was of a 
more general nature. Meanwhile, the middle-class readership of Mikhail’s textbooks 
was just entering the field of household management, and thus these girls needed 
greater details for carrying out its practical aspects. Efficiency was of greater interest 
to this group, who had few or no servants. Finally, given the sharp increase in the 
cost of house rents, as well as a signicant increase in domestic servants wages, many 
Egyptians were making due with fewer servants. 51 

In addition to keeping themselves clean, women were also responsible for main¬ 
taining clean children. According to Gamayyil, “uncleanliness causes various types of 
illness in the child, so it is necessary to wash him completely every day with warm 
water.” 52 Once again, he does not specify how often to change the child’s clothes; 
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however, he does stress the necessity of having enough clean clothing for all seasons. 
Mikhail, on the other hand, has less stringent requirements for the frequency of 
bathing, at least once per week, although he does advocate using two sponges, one 
for the head and one for the body, in order to maintain proper sanitation. To protect 
her clothing and her own cleanliness, Mikhail suggests that the mother wear a leather 
or rubber apron. 53 Such a suggestion was unnecessary for Gamayyil’s readers, who 
would probably not do this chore themselves. 

The home too had to be maintained in the most sanitary of conditions, the first 
step of which was choosing the proper home. According to Mikhail, it is “the most 
important thing in an individual’s life on this earth.” 34 Gamayyil points out that while 
economy and taste are important considerations, hygiene is the most important. 35 
Both authors stress the significance of ventilation, sunshine, and wide streets, and 
the avoidance of locations near hospitals, factories, and cemeteries. Nevertheless, the 
two differ upon whether or not one should be located in the midst of town. Mikhail 
asserts that “the home should be located close to the market, so that the individual 
does not have far to go to buy things necessary for the home,” and that this location 
should also be close to the husband’s work and the children’s schools. Gamayyil, 
on the other hand, is clearly dealing with a more elite group. He views markets as 
in the same category as other crowded and unsanitary places to avoid, preferring 
an isolated location above the city. His target audience is unconcerned about the 
distance from the market and the cost of transportation, both of which Mikhail finds 
important. 36 

Gamayyil describes choosing a home as “among the most difficult matters which 
merit the attention of the mistress of the house.” Mikhail, on the other hand, delegates 
the responsibility to the man; however, he also goes over contractual terms for buying, 
selling, and renting, indicating that the woman should have an informed role in 
the process. Furthermore, he recommends that a new dwelling meet the woman’s 
standards before any contract is signed. 37 

In the same way that the ruling elite, since the time of Ismail, concerned itself 
with structuring the cities, textbook authors believed that this same method of orga¬ 
nization could be brought to the home. In his Household Organization, Mikhail 
not only defines the divisions of the house, but explains the differences between 
the small, medium, and large homes. 38 In Modern Household Management, he 
discusses only the large home, carefully outlining its structure and layout. The 
ground floor was to contain the kitchen, pantry, lavatory, bathroom, dining room, 
foyer, salamlik, and perhaps a room for the reception of female visitors. The first 
floor was reserved for the bedrooms and dressing rooms, and the higher floors 
were to be used for servants’ quarters and the washroom. These divisions were 
important for sanitation, ventilation, and organization. Finally, Mikhail suggests an 
iron fence enclosing the house and garden, reminiscent of Cairo and Alexandria’s 
public parks. 39 As discussed in chapter 3, these “divisions” of the home were 
innovations. 

Both Gamayyil and Mikhail take the reader on a room-by-room tour of the house 
in chapters entitled “Divisions of the House,” describing the materials, furnishings, 
and care of each room. Both authors assume at least a middle-class standing; however, 
Gamayyil targeted the wealthier girl. He makes it clear that servants cannot be relied 
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upon to maintain the home because they are ignorant, “most of them coming from 
the countryside . .. [bringing] with them their habits of filthiness and squalor.” The 
mistress of the house is ultimately responsible for the upkeep of her home, regardless 
of the fact that she does not necessarily undertake this work herself. He points out 
that experience and training are important, and that parents should encourage their 
daughters in this role by making them responsible for the upkeep and decoration 
of their rooms. 40 After each room description, he explains how often that particular 
room needs cleaning, and at the end of the chapter on divisions of the home he 
adds a schedule for housecleaning. 41 Gamayyil establishes a correlation between the 
condition of the individual, the home, and society: men with dirty, noisy homes find 
it necessary to escape, seeking refuge in taverns and gambling establishments, where 
they lose both their health and their wealth. 42 

In all of his textbooks, Mikhail goes into much greater detail than Gamayyil, and 
he offers illustrations or pictures to reinforce his points. He has a greater fascination 
with modern gadgets, objects, furniture, and services. His description of the foyer 
is an excellent example. He meticulously narrates every facet, from floor to ceiling, 
regarding lights, color, materials, paint, and furnishings. He recommends decora¬ 
tion with oriental crafts, antiques, and even the skins or horns of predatory animals. 
Mikhail also makes practical suggestions, including a place for visitors to leave their 
walking stick and a tray for visitors’ cards. He closes with a warning: “No screen, or 
anything like that, which is usually placed at the door of the harim, should be placed 
there; [because] it is against the conditions of health, and it is an out-moded form of 
decoration.” 43 Although allowing for some traditional items, he clearly encourages 
Western forms of consumption and behavior. Photographic pictures, which were not 
all that common in textbooks of the time, reinforce his suggestions. Following his 
discussion of salons, he shows pictures of small salons, knick-knacks, large salons, 
and even one depicting how to arrange the corner of the salon. These pictures dis¬ 
played Louis XlV-style furniture, Western-style lighting fixtures, English tea services, 
statuettes, and even a bearskin rug. The following section discussed further details 
on interior decoration, with pictures detailing the artistic decoration of a piano, the 
organization of the fireplace and its implements, and the arrangement of plants and 
flowers. 44 

The decorating hints in the Mikhail text display a Westernized outlook. He explains 
that the salon is used to receive visitors of all sorts, many of whom are not well 
acquainted with the family. Consequently, he suggests placing photographs of the 
family in this room, in addition to a portrait of the lord or lady of the house, taken by 
a reputable photographer or drawn by a well-known artist. Traditionally, displaying 
images of people was not common, let alone images of one’s wife and children in a 
location under quasi-public scrutiny. Similarly, as was customary in Europe, Mikhail 
encourages decorating with pictures of the royal family, famous ministers, and/or 
other great personages. 45 Such a display would be symbolic of the home’s modern 
outlook, as well as its political orientation. 

Mikhail’s discussion of the library similarly illustrates his encouragement of 
Western-style tastes, consumption, and behavior. Historically, personal libraries were 
not uncommon amongst the elite, but what Mikhail proposes is a Western-style den. In 
both Modern Household Management and Household Organization , he goes into great 
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detail over the requisite furnishings for this important room. He describes the every 
aspect of the proper desk and suggests having a small safe for documents and valuables. 
Furthermore, he recommends a number of decorations that function as instruments 
of precision and measurement: the clock, the thermometer, and the calendar. The 
den was to function both as a “work room” for the man of the house and as a family 
library. Mikhail firmly believed in the value of reading, and he encouraged the family 
to budget money for reading materials citing moral, intellectual, and nationalistic 
reasons: 

The individual cannot dispense with books and journals. The best homes are those that 
are adorned with a bookcase or bookcases .. . Books are a good form of entertainment 
and the best type of solace ... they fill [one’s] spare time with a useful activity. 

. .. the individual cannot dispense with newspapers from which [s]he reads the news 
of his [or her] nation [watanihi\ and the events, happenings, and politics that take place 
outside his [or her] country [biladihi\. ^ 

Mikhail even explains how the books should be organized, discussing their place¬ 
ment on shelves by subject in alphabetical order. The maintenance of the family 
library was the woman’s responsibility; and to do so properly, she had to make an 
index of family holdings, as well as a card catalog. She was also responsible for keep¬ 
ing the family records, including a notebook chronicling its significant events. While 
women traditionally maintained such information through an oral tradition, keeping 
a “golden family book” for the sake of one’s children and their progeny was an impor¬ 
tation. With respect to general record-keeping, once again Mikhail offers practical 
information on filing, and on storage containers. The pictures following the section 
on the library/den suggest that the room was to be used for more than just reading. 
Since his model budget also allowed for hobbies and recreation, it is not surprising 
that two pictures display “work rooms” with billiard tables. 47 

Mikhail was extremely concerned not only about having the proper furnishings, 
gadgets, and implements in one’s home, but how to use those items correctly. He 
is much more elaborate than Gamayyil in describing the processes of the home— 
setting the proper table for a formal family breakfast in the dining room, the less 
formal breakfast table, the lunch (dinner) table, serving sit-down and buffet-style 
meals, and the five o’clock tea table. Finally, he lists necessary utensils and serving 
vessels, including cost. 48 

Gamayyil’s style is much simpler, leaning toward the theoretical basis of house¬ 
keeping. The following is his description of the salon and reception rooms: 

These are the rooms used for sitting during the day and for receiving visitors and guests. 

It is necessary that they be furnished according to the wealth and the social standing of 
the owner of the house. 

It is difficult to designate the furnishings that should be used in the reception room 
because it depends upon what can be paid to that end. It is not proper.. . [to] spend 
beyond our means ... cleanliness, proper arrangement, and good taste are still the pri¬ 
mary conditions, especially in the reception room, which is the mirror of the house ... It 
is necessary. .. that all the seats, tables, pictures, and furnishings appear in good taste 
and order . 49 
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Gamayyil’s advice is much vaguer, offering no details on furnishings. He merely 
advocates cleanliness, order, and thrift. 

By examining these home economics textbooks, we can see the significant role 
of the woman in a new Egypt and how these changes reflect Egypt’s incorporation 
into a financial, social, and cultural world economy. These developments envisaged a 
perceived break with the past. According to Gamayyil, 


in our age, the role of the mistress of the house is not limited to what it was in the past: 
she must organize the needs of her home, administer its accounts .. . indeed, she must 
know how to use her mind and her time, whatever her position in society, in order to 
make the best use of. .. whatever life brings her .'’ 0 

For women of the middle and upper classes these changes meant becoming the general 
purchasing agent for and financial manager of the home. Women of means in Egypt 
had long been responsible for household administration, but the new method would 
be modern, scientific, and democratic. 

According to Mikhail, not only was the husband responsible for providing the wife 
with a mutually agreed-upon allotment for household expenses, he was to provide an 
additional allowance for the wife’s “personal necessities” that she was free to spend in 
any way that she wished. This allowance was above and beyond what she received 
annually to “encourage the woman in her work.” 51 Gamayyil gives even greater female 
control of income by simply stating and restating that “the man earns and the woman 
organizes this earning.” Furthermore, he implies that the woman’s job is harder since 
“spending dirhams requires greater reason than earning them.” Finally, he again advo¬ 
cates early training for this role by making girls responsible for their own clothing 
budget. 52 Both authors make suggestions for sample budgets, allotting money for 
housing, food, clothing, furniture, and savings. Mikhail goes into greater detail about 
other modern expenses, such as education, insurance, and recreation, while Gamayyil 
refers only to other “miscellaneous” expenses. 55 Perhaps Mikhail was attempting to 
acquaint his middle-class readers with information already familiar to elite girls. One 
has to question what type of education boys were receiving regarding their role in the 
home, since even in the period after independence this seemingly important subject 
was neglected. 54 

Gamayyil and Mikhail both recommend that women spend a small amount of 
time each day attending to the fiscal needs of the household. They go into great detail 
about the different notebooks necessary for tracking income and expenses on a daily, 
weekly, monthly, and yearly basis. These records were part of the professionalization of 
housewifery. In addition to basic book-keeping, the authors recommend using a date 
book, making “to do” lists, and keeping records of addresses, prices, and reputable 
merchants. Mikhail reminds the reader that special notebooks can be purchased in 
stationery shops for these purposes. 55 

Lessons in household accounting were reinforced in the mathematics classroom. 
In fact, in girls’ schools, mathematics classes were usually entitled arithmetic and 
household finance. All students in Egypt, primary and secondary, male and female, 
devoted a portion of each academic year to an understanding of the weights, measures, 
and currencies used in Egypt. 56 Textbooks often employed practical questions facing 
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the Egyptian consumer, such as “what measure does the grocer use for vinegar” or 
“convert 96 English pounds to milims ,” 57 This unit in textbooks reflected the eco¬ 
nomic and political standing of the country. For example, an 1891 textbook includes 
conversion of Turkish, Egyptian, French, and English currencies, but in an 1898 text, 
the Turkish is eliminated; and in a 1926 text, the French is eliminated. 58 Currencies 
and finance also made their way into the higher levels of education, including the 
teachers’ colleges and the short-lived women’s section at the Egyptian University. 59 I 
was unable to locate mathematics textbooks specifically for girls for the period under 
study; however, judging from the illustrations in primary and elementary textbooks, 
it appears that boys and girls used at least some of the same textbooks. An undated 
textbook, that appears to be from the early twenties, demonstrates a concern for 
understanding currency and an appeal to both male and female students. The book 
employs pictures to demonstrate word problems, for example, a picture of a pair of 
earrings for £3 and two bracelets for £10, and the figures include both boys and 
girls. 60 Nevertheless, in the text of most books, even beyond the period under study, 
examples use words such as “man,” “artisan,” “peasant” or just third person masculine 
singular in word problems relating to purchases and conversions. 61 Thus, these text¬ 
books lagged behind in representing the role of the woman as the general purchasing 
agent for her home. 

Home economics required more than just a knowledge of finance, but also an 
understanding of how to reduce costs and how to spend time and money wisely. For 
Gamayyil, this meant that the wife had to know what to buy, when to buy it, and what 
price to pay for it, regardless of whether she bought the goods herself or dispatched 
a servant to do her buying. He lays out a schedule for how often to purchase certain 
goods, suggests appointing special times and days for shopping, and recommends that 
the mistress of the house consult regularly with the cook. Furthermore, he describes 
the lady of the house as “more knowledgeable than her husband of the true needs of 
her house and the quantities of necessary provisions for consumption.” 62 

Mikhail felt that a “spirit of order” was the basis for economy, and he offered more 
practical advice, for example, choosing meat, poultry, and produce, as well as tips 
for the preservation of food. Additionally, he offers information on the latest gadgets, 
such as a new device for making butter. 63 In order to demonstrate economy of time, 
he offered a model schedule for the housewife, which included sewing and (useful) 
reading during spare time, overseeing children’s studies, and management of family 
accounts, in addition to the cooking and housework. 64 

Gamayyil agreed as well that economy came in knowledge of handiwork and 
sewing, explaining that “the needle is the woman’s best friend,” and that ready-made 
clothes lack the care of hand-sewn garments. Furthermore, for the poor woman, such 
knowledge offers a means of subsistence; and for all women, handiwork provides a 
“moral benefit,” allowing them to fill their free time with a useful activity. While 
Gamayyil asserts that practice is more important than theory, he gives absolutely 
no practical advice. 65 Mikhail, on the other hand, gives much greater detail, while 
still emphasizing the moral and economic benefits. Beyond the savings of making 
one’s own clothes, Mikhail advocates the recycling of old clothing, turning them 
into children’s clothes, pajamas, or work clothes. 66 Yet another way to stretch one’s 
clothing budget was to periodically dye clothes, giving old items a new appearance. 
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Gamayyil makes no such suggestions to his elite readers. Instead, he recommends 
donating old clothing to the poor. Another practical kernel of wisdom offered by 
Mikhail is the purchase of a sewing machine. He vows that it is “certainly worth its 
price” and recommends the Singer brand, explaining that its machines are famous 
for their “durability, speed, and proficiency” and the company offers free lessons to 
consumers. Finally, Mikhail follows his chapter on handiwork with one on sizing and 
how to take measurements. 67 

The two authors introduce girls of the middle and upper classes to new stan¬ 
dards of consumption and order, but the differences between them reflect the varying 
audiences. Mikhail plays to a more diverse audience, and like the gentleman in the 
dialogue discussed in chapter 7, he felt that even elite girls needed instruction in the 
practical aspects of housekeeping, such as the necessity of cooking: “Nothing prevents 
the princess or the lady, or even the queen, from knowing this art, whether it is done 
with her own hands or under her supervision.” 68 He follows this introduction with 
sections on preparing traditional foods. 69 In contrast, the Gamayyil text does not 
have a single chapter or subsection on cooking, but he does devote a small section to 
the fine arts, which he views as useful for girls as long as they do not neglect their 
other duties. 70 

Both authors did see, however, a more active role for women in the countryside. 
According to Gamayyil, agriculture “is the pillar of the community’s wealth, the 
foundation for its richness, and the origin of its happiness.” Thus, the woman of 
the countryside had special and important duties to fulfill “both inside and outside” 
the home. She had to have knowledge about raising fowl, caring for livestock, and 
gardening, in addition to knowing the more complex accounts of her household. 
Gamayyil recognized that she would not carry out the manual labor herself, but 
that she had to supervise the servants and the field hands. 71 Once again, he offers 
only an outline of the necessity of such work, without describing what was actually 
involved. In part one of Modern Household Organization Mikhail offers similarly 
vague information on the duties of the rural wife, explaining that she must know the 
principles of agriculture and how to care for fowl and livestock. Nevertheless, in part 
two, he gives more practical information on caring for birds, raising poultry, milking 
cows, and making cheese. 72 Even elite women benefited from these skills since life on 
the rural estate often involved the running of dairy product factories and an extensive 
knowledge of agronomy. 73 

Regardless of the differences between the two texts, the books shared some common 
characteristics. They seemed to offer a dual message to girls of the middle and upper 
classes. While girls were exhorted to consume and consume along modern (Western) 
lines, they were continually reminded of the importance of thrift and economy. This 
ambiguity was apparent in Gamayyil’s description of reception rooms. While he 
pointed out that they are an important reflection of one’s social standing, he also 
noted that order and hygiene were more significant. Throughout the text Gamayyil 
utilized homilies to remind the reader of the importance of thrift,—“he who purchases 
what he does not need is forced one day to sell that which he does need.” 74 

Mikhail’s textbooks display an even greater amount of hypocrisy with his lavish 
descriptions and illustrations interspersed with information on the importance of 
economy. In Modern Household Management he includes a chapter entitled “Economy 
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of Expenditures,” in which he describes the precarious balance between wants, needs, 
and resources, and a chapter simply entitled “Economy,” in which he discusses the 
importance of saving; how to cut corners on expenses for clothing, food, and housing; 
the concern parents should have for training their children to spend money wisely; 
and the use of banks. 75 

A balance between justified consumption and thrift was required for a “happy” 
home, which was symbolic of both the family within it and the community surround¬ 
ing it. The creation of this home depended upon the partnership of the man and the 
woman, who, according to Gamayyil, had specific roles: 

The man undertakes outside work, exerting himself and taking his work seriously in 
order to provide sustenance for his children; the woman is concerned with internal 
matters, and she judiciously uses the money provided for her, which is returned to the 
family with ease, harmony, and comfort. 77 ’ 

The wife was also to be the moral exemplar for the family, exhibiting “modesty, 
compassion, and tolerance” and serving as a “school” in which her children learned 
community values. 77 Nevertheless, Gamayyil never tells us what she should do or 
how she should do it. 

Mikhail, refers to the husband and wife as “partners in this life, neither of whom 
has a need for another and for each of whom are rights and distinctions that 
undoubtedly... preserve ... the family and society.” 78 Like Gamayyil, he placed a 
complementary value on the work of the two partners: “just as the husband works 
outside [the home] earning a living, she [the wife] works as well, arranging the house¬ 
hold subsistence and the economy of expenditures .. ,”. 79 He too felt that it was the 
wife’s job to impart proper values to her children, which, incidentally, he mentions 
right after his discussion of the necessity of bathing them, once again equating phys¬ 
ical and moral cleanliness. Furthermore, he gives explicit advice from proper visiting 
behavior and hand-shaking etiquette to appropriate comportment in speech, move¬ 
ment, and bodily function. He offers both traditional and Western pieces of advice. 
In his discussion of visiting, he explains traditional reasons for when and why visits 
should take place. Mikhail breaks with tradition by implying that men and women 
socialize. He does so by indicating that women should shake hands only with other 
women. Nevertheless, he recommends that they avoid the distasteful Eastern habit of 
excessive hugging and kissing, except with relatives. 80 

Despite the fact that the two authors delineate marriage as a complementary part¬ 
nership, it was not an equal relationship. Gamayyil writes that “the man wants to be 
the lord who is unchallenged in everything...”. However, he also points out that the 
woman is usually able to win the man over to her opinion. 81 According to Mikhail, 
“the wife must submit to her husband and give him legally sanctioned obedience,” 
although he too put restraint upon the powers of the senior partner: 

The husband must work earnestly and actively in order to earn his potential and make 
a living. He [must also] bring his wife the sources of his wealth and income; and he 
cannot spend anything from them without her notification . .. He cannot spend his time 
in taverns, cafes, or places of pleasure and amusement, nor should he eat outside his 
home or far from his children. Rather, they [should] be together, hand in hand, so that 
their morals can become infused with his.. , 87 
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Indeed, both authors intermingled the subjects of morals and home economics, for 
the two were inextricably linked. The home was a microcosm of the community and 
the proper roles of husbands and wives were necessary to create familial and communal 
happiness: 

.. . when the married couple conducts themselves in the manner that we have presented, 
then they will have a happy life and a content existence that cannot be spoiled or 
disrupted, and this is what is intended from marriage and this is what is called familial 
happiness. 

Furthermore, for Mikhail, working toward these goals was a service not only to the 
nation, but also to mankind. 83 

While both authors set up the bourgeois nuclear family as the building block 
of the reformed nation, there is no discussion of how to choose a marriage part¬ 
ner in either textbook. Presumably, this was a matter to be undertaken by the 
parents of the girl and those with a vested interest in her future. Even into the 
1940s, in upper-class households, there was little personal choice with respect to 
marriage mates. According to Magda Baraka, of much more significance was marry¬ 
ing into a “good family,” while the notion of love “was considered a maverick kind of 
concept.” 84 

Before departing from the subject of home economics textbooks, we should pause 
a moment to consider the undertaking of such textbooks for girls. Why would Francis 
Mikhail and Antun al-Gamayyil embark upon writing these textbooks? Aside from 
the fact that Mikhail published a number of books on home economics, helped to 
plan the government’s schools for housewifery, and had a Christian name, little else is 
known about this figure. According to Beth Baron, he owned the Tawfiq press, which 
published al- c a’ila, edited by Syrian Jew Esther Moyal, and al-jins al-latif, edited by 
Egyptian Copt Malaka Saad. The latter wrote her own competing textbook, rabbat 
al-dar, also published on Tawfiq press. 85 It is not clear whether the women sought 
out Mikhail because of his familiarity with the topic matter, whether he came to the 
topic as a result of his association with female magazine editors, or whether he was 
merely an available, reasonably priced publisher. His own textbooks were published 
by the government. 

A bit more is known about Antun al-Gamayyil (d. 1948). Prior to assuming a 
number of different government posts, during which time he authored the textbook 
in question, he founded the literary magazine al-zuhur, which ran from 1910-14. 
After Egyptian independence, Gamayyil served in the majlis al-shuyukh and later 
as editor of al-ahram . 86 It is noteworthy that someone who would rise through 
the ranks of literature, politics, and publishing would author a home economics 
textbook. Furthermore, that he would include (within the text) endorsements of 
his book by noted judge and bureaucrat, Ismail Pasha Sabri and noted author, 
Mustafa Lutfi al-Manfaluti, is again telling of the significance with which home 
economics was invested in turn-of-the-century Egypt. 87 Unlike Mikhail, who admit¬ 
ted no female assistance, Gamayyil candidly stated that he sought out the advice 
of a female expert. Nevertheless, within the text, the reader has no idea to what 
extent the ideas and information are his and to what extent they belong to his female 
informant. 



Textbooks: Defining Roles and Boundaries 


155 


Who is the New Woman? 


As discussed in chapter 6, education became more “Egyptianized” with the creation of 
the Sania Training College in 1900, the opening of the Bulaq Normal School in 1903, 
and the expansion of educational missions abroad after 1907. By the closing years 
of the first decade of the twentieth century, a growing number of Egyptian women, 
mostly of middle- and lower-middle-class origin, entered the field of education and 
became responsible for conveying the ideals seen in the textbooks to their students. 88 
This raises the question of whether or not these women, who in their own lives rejected 
the hegemonic conception of womanhood, accepted the new construct in their lives 
as teachers? 89 In other words, how did they react to the concepts employed in the 
textbooks? 

The “New Woman” depicted in the textbooks was roughly the same New Woman 
who appeared in the pages of the women’s press. The upper-middle-class and upper- 
class women contributing to these journals, who helped to fashion this construct 
of professional housewife, went out of their way to point out that they were not 
neglecting their true vocation by writing. 90 Nevertheless, as Cathlyn Mariscotti 
has pointed out, this attempt at the professionalization of the role of wife and 
mother did not necessarily work for female teachers and other women with ties to 
the lower middle class. According to Mariscotti, many of these women adopted an 
oppositional construct of womanhood, which they espoused in their own writing and 
in their own lives. 91 

How did this vision translate into their training and teaching? Did they accept 
the role of the woman as mother-educator, general purchasing agent, and household 
administrator? The largest single piece of evidence that these women did not necessar¬ 
ily accept the ideology of domesticity in its entirety is the large-scale refusal of future 
teachers to enter the domestic science track of the Sania Teachers’ College. Obviously, 
these women felt that spending their time in the general education courses was more 
worthwhile for their personal and professional lives than spending half of their time 
in home economics classes. 

Whether by choice or by economic necessity, female teachers did not fit the con¬ 
struct of professional housewife. How did these women respond to the message of 
the textbooks, and how did they convey this message to their students? Aside from a 
few guidelines, teachers had a great deal of pedagogical freedom. Their only require¬ 
ments were to use the books selected by the school director, cover a certain number 
of lessons per week in each subject, and retain a copy of class notes in ink. 92 These 
requirements neither necessitated going through the textbook verbatim, nor did they 
prohibit alternative readings of the text. In simple terms, a teacher who never used 
napkins in her own home could choose to skip the pages in Mikhail’s text covering 
the proper way to fold napkins. At a more sophisticated level, the teacher could seek 
to teach her students alternative constructions of womanhood within the texts at 
hand. As a general rule, teachers adhered to the age-old technique of reading and 
explicating texts. 93 As we have seen, textbooks did not necessarily offer a clear and 
unambiguous message, as seen by Mikhail’s lavish descriptions interspersed with his 
admonitions against profligacy. Similarly, by examining a morals textbook we can 
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find two alternative constructions of womanhood and speculate as to how this book 
was used at the different levels of the school system. A Book of Morals for Girls, by 
Muhammad Ahmad Rakha and Muhammad Hamdi, was used in primary schools, 
elementary schools, and in institutes for teachers. 94 Thus, the book was used in the 
different educational tracks and amongst different age levels. The first four sections 
of the textbook endorse the construct of womanhood seen in the press and in home 
economics textbooks, and they offer similar social commentary. However, the final 
section of the book offers an alternative vision. 

The first section of A Book of Morals for Girls is dedicated to manners. The authors 
employ short stories about girls who fit the proper pattern of behavior. They begin 
in the home and work their way outward into society. The first chapter is about a 
girl named Labiba, who obeys her parents, does not shout, stays clean, and passes 
her time only with useful amusements. The authors then move into the classroom 
to describe Faiqa, an exemplary student who lives up to her name (excellence). The 
third chapter of this section is on proper comportment in the street. This chapter 
abandons the story format by simply conveying the information. The reader learns 
that polite young ladies stick to the path, taking only necessary trips, and that they 
dress plainly in loose-fitting clothing, avoiding extremes in adornment. The pictures 
accompanying this chapter depict women in traditional black garments and light 
facial veils; but elsewhere in this section, photographs reveal women in the home 
wearing open-necked European dresses. The other photographs accompanying the 
text depict fathers and children in Western clothing, as well as European furniture, 
art, and gadgets. Although the text seems to endorse Western modes of consumption 
in the home, the authors quote from Sura 24:31 to endorse traditional standards 
of modesty and propriety outside the home. The next chapter returns to the story 
format, conveying a dialogue between a mother and daughter. The daughter wants to 
leave all the housework to the servant and go visiting. Her mother will not allow her 
to engage in frivolities at the expense of her housework, warning her against the evils 
of laziness. Finally, this section closes with a chapter on “please” and “thank you.” 95 

Once established in what to do, the second section of the book continues to discuss 
other laudable behavior, and it discourages many traditional practices that the authors 
deem as unworthy. Moderation, thrift, and consumption all appear in this section. 
Another chapter reinforces lessons learned in the home-economics class. It opens 
with one woman asking another where she purchased the material for her dress and 
who made it for her. The second woman responds by explaining that her husband 
bought the material, and that she made the dress. The first woman is surprised, not 
understanding where her friend finds the time for sewing or why she does sew, since she 
can afford to pay a seamstress. The second women answers these queries by explaining 
that she sews in her free time to guard against laziness, and she enjoys setting the proper 
example for her children. Moreover, she points out that her husband will wear clothing 
sewn only by her hands. Thus, if a girl missed the message in her home economics 
class, she might still learn the importance of sewing in her morals class. Finally this 
section contains several chapters warning against traditional pastimes/occupations of 
women: folk medicine, superstition, tomb-visiting, saint worship, and the zar , 96 

Section three is entitled “Stories,” and it consists of parables that both reinforce 
the previously covered material and introduce new material, including kindness to 
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animals, the danger of haste, and the notion that money cannot buy health and 
happiness. One of the stories gives a dual-pronged lesson. It outlines the requirements 
of a proper urban home, while reinforcing the idea that this lifestyle is not for everyone. 
In this vignette, two city girls visit a farm and meet a young peasant girl. After learning 
about her life, one of the two city girls asks if the peasant girl has been to Cairo and 
if she would like to live with them, enticing her with food, furnishings, clothing, 
servants, and a carriage. The peasant, having visited Cairo once, explains that she 
prefers her simple life to the cramped life of the city. When the two astonished girls 
tell their father, he explains to them that the peasants are “active and content,” and 
that those in the city have them to thank for their wealth, for they are “the source of 
happiness.” 97 In other words, there was one standard of consumption and behavior 
for the upper-middle-class urban girls and another for the peasant. In her study of the 
Egyptian upper classes between 1919 and 1952, Magda Baraka points out that the 
word " fallab ” was undergoing a “semantic transition” from its usage as a derogatory 
slur to a source of pride in Egyptian nationalist terms. 98 Textbook depictions of 
the peasantry connote such ambiguity. On the one hand, as previously discussed, 
servants bring literal and metaphorical dirt from the countryside, while on the other 
they represent authenticity and true “Egyptian-ness.” 

Section four of the Rakha and Hamdi text is a series of anthems for sleep, work, 
and motherhood. 99 Finally, section five is a review of famous women. 100 The first 
four sections of the text seem to reinforce the hegemonic construct of womanhood. 
Women appear mainly in traditional roles: mothers, daughters, sisters, wives, aunts, 
and peasants. In only two cases do women appear in the urban work force, one of them 
taking place in Europe and the other regarding a teacher and student. Section five 
departs from this format and includes the biography of non-traditional, yet exemplary, 
women. 101 

The series begins with Bilqis, the Queen of Sheba, and her encounter with 
Soloman. 102 It is not particularly surprising that the review should begin in the pre- 
Islamic era, since the story has Quranic credentials. The Rakha and Hamdi version 
differs slightly from the Quranic version (27:23—44). It is told from Bilqis’s perspec¬ 
tive rather than that of Soloman. Like the Quran, this version depicts her as an able 
ruler; however, there is much less emphasis on her seeking advice from her chiefs. The 
reader sees that Bilqis ultimately follows the path of light and truth, which is also in 
keeping with the Quranic version, given that Sura 27 deals with lessons of true and 
false worship and the triumph of faith. 

The second woman in the review also has Quranic credentials: Asiya, wife of 
pharaoh. 103 Asiya’s treatment combines two Quranic descriptions. Although not men¬ 
tioned by name, wife of pharaoh first appears in Sura 28:9, in which she saves the life 
of Moses, and she is mentioned again in Sura 66:11. This sura deals with harmony 
between the sexes, and the wife of pharaoh is upheld as an exemplar to other women 
along with Maryam (Mary), the mother of Jesus. Interestingly enough, despite the 
fact that Maryam appears much more frequently and is mentioned by name in the 
Quran, she is not chosen for Rakha and Hamdi’s review of famous women. Perhaps 
these Muslim authors, writing in a sea of Christian authors and for schools that were in 
competition with numerous private and mission schools, chose to overlook Maryam 
and move on to key Islamic figures. 
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The review then skips ahead in history to the Islamic conquest, but then the 
following chapter brings the reader to a more predictable choice: Khadija, the first wife 
of the Prophet Muhammad. 104 In traditional Islamic sources, Khadija appears, along 
with Asiya, Maryam, and Fatima, as one of four perfect women. 105 The Rakha and 
Hamdi vignette discusses the meeting and marriage of Khadija and Muhammad, 
and it is told in light of Khadija’s skill as a businesswoman. According to the two 
authors, unlike other women of her time, Khadija understood the value of money. 
She saw that it had a purpose other than its use in buying fine clothing and jewelry. 
They stress this aspect of Khadija’s personality, as opposed to her role as the first 
convert to Islam; the mother of Fatima, who continued the Prophet’s line; or even 
as the “woman behind the man.” They bring up the issue of buying fine clothing 
and jewelry for a specific and modern reason. While seventh-century Mecca was a 
flourishing center of trade, it lacked modern standards of fashion and individualism. 
The lesson of Khadija had a great deal more resonance in early-twentieth-century 
Cairo and Alexandria, in the midst of numerous department stores, boutiques, and 
jewelry stores. 

The authors next choice is not surprising either: Aisha, the beloved wife of the 
Prophet Muhammad. 100 Aisha is a somewhat controversial figure in Islamic history. 
On the one hand, she is revered for her wisdom and closeness to the Prophet, while 
on the other, her reputation is sullied by her role in the Battle of the Camel. Rakha 
and Flamdi’s text highlights the most positive aspects of her personality. Initially, she 
is described as both beautiful and renowned for her wisdom. The authors also discuss 
Aisha’s role in the Battle of the Camel, however they omit certain details. They depict 
her as concerned about avenging the death of Uthman, without mentioning her role 
in the events prior to his assassination. Furthermore, they do not elaborate upon the 
gory details of the First Civil War, leaving the story incomplete. Aisha’s description 
concludes with a discussion of her role as an advisor to and source of wisdom for the 
Islamic community. 

The authors continue with other notable members of the Prophet’s line. The next 
is Fatima, the Prophet’s great granddaughter. 107 Rakha and Hamdi describe her as a 
beautiful woman, whose moral fortitude and religiosity resembled that of her grand¬ 
mother and namesake. The main part of the narrative focuses on her role in the Battle 
of Karbala, where her father was killed. The review then skips back chronologically 
to Zaynab, the daughter of Ali. 108 She shares the same basic characteristics as Fatima, 
except no mention is made of beauty; and once again the story focuses on her role at 
the battle of Karbala. The authors then move on to discuss Sakina, the daughter of 
Husayn, who is clever, beautiful, and virtuous. 109 

The chronology moves on to Nafisa, the daughter of Hasan. 110 Unlike the five 
previous vignettes, which focused on how the women were pivotal in the lives of 
their men, this one focuses primarily on Nafisa’s religiosity and life. From the text, 
the reader learns that she made the pilgrimage 30 times, fasting by day and praying 
by night, and that she memorized the Quran with remarkable tajwid. The text then 
discusses her move to Egypt, where the Imam Shafii sought her audience and received 
hadith from her. Her story concludes by stating that she prayed for the Imam Shafii 
upon his death and that she died four years later while fasting and reading from the 
Quran. 
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The review of famous women continues in the eleventh century with a surprising 
choice, a heterodox Fatimid: Sitt Malak, daughter of al-Aziz bil-lah al-Fatimi. 111 
Once again, the authors depict her as a woman who combines outstanding beauty 
with intelligence. They describe her as a wise administrator who helped her brother 
al-Hakim run affairs of the state. They also explain that she served as regent for 
al-Hakim’s son after his disappearance. Nevertheless, the authors neither discuss the 
extent of her brother’s eccentricities, nor do they mention the theory that perhaps it 
was Sitt Malak who was responsible for her brother’s disappearance. 

The subsequent vignette takes us to the thirteenth century, and it is another selective 
interpretation of history: the story of Shajarat al-Durr, the wife of al-Malik al-Salih 
al-Ayyubi. 112 Like the description of Sitt Malak, that of Shajarat al-Durr focuses 
on her ability to counsel her husband on matters of the state, including military 
campaigns. The text relates the familiar story of her concealing her husband’s death 
in order to avoid demoralizing the troops during an important campaign against the 
Crusaders. According to Rakha and Hamdi, her concern was in saving the throne for 
the son of her husband. The authors briefly mention that this stepson was assassinated 
by the mamluks, but they offer no details. Instead, they move on to discuss Shajarat 
al-Durr’s nomination to Queenship by the mamluks, who pledge her their obedience. 
She is described as a capable ruler who cared about her subjects and distributed money 
to the poor. The authors then explain that when pilgrims passing through Egypt found 
a woman on the throne, she was compelled to marry the mamluk general, Aybak. 
The text ends by stating that her rule lasted another 80 days, without discussing 
either Aybak’s assassination or her own. From this account, the reader sees only her 
intelligence, generosity, and ability to rule. The issues of rage, greed, and jealousy that 
characterize most versions of the story do not appear. 

The review of famous women then jumps ahead several hundred years and across 
the Mediterranean Sea to Queen Elizabeth I of England. 113 The reader learns nothing 
about Elizabeth’s controversial mother, her being proclaimed illegitimate, or any other 
controversies surrounding the Flouse of Tudor. Rakha and Hamdi merely describe 
her as “among the greatest rulers.” They discuss her knowledge of language, history, 
and science, highlighting the fact that men sought her advice in political affairs. 
The text also discusses the prominent position of England vis a vis Spain during her 
reign. The authors take time to mention the Spanish king’s hatred of Elizabeth, while 
conveniently leaving out the fact that she had rebuked his marriage proposal. The 
narrative continues with the confrontation between Elizabeth’s navy and the Spanish 
armada, emphasizing the significance of this event for English history. In particular, 
the authors attribute this success to the strength of Britain’s navy, without mentioning 
the weather or other factors. Obviously, this story had resonance for an Egypt under 
British occupation for nearly 40 years. 

The review of women takes another great leap forward chronologically with two 
stories from nineteenth-century England. First, the authors discuss Victoria, Queen of 
England and Empress of India. 114 The text emphasizes the people’s pleasure with her 
rule, how they attained greatness in knowledge under her reign, and how she instilled 
morals in the army. In other words, she combined wise leadership, virtue, and morality. 
The second nineteenth-century English heroine is of much more humble origins. She 
is Grace Darling, the daughter of a lighthouse keeper, who with her father braved 
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a rough storm to save the survivors of a shipwreck. 115 Grace exemplified the virtues 
of industry, obedience, modesty, and piety; and thus she seems a likely candidate for 
the review. Nonetheless, one has to question how this young woman, who attained 
semi-legendary status in her own country, but was virtually unknown outside England, 
made her way into the pages of an Egyptian morals text for girls. The real Grace Darling 
died of consumption in 1842, four years after her great deed; but she lived on in the 
annals of English newspapers, books, poems, songs, and commemorative pottery, 
the peak of her fame coming in the late nineteenth century with the spread of girls’ 
magazines. 116 Thus, it seems likely that Rakha and Hamdi perused contemporary 
British literature in the process of writing their book, selecting this woman on the 
basis of her virtues. Since women’s biography was becoming a staple of the women’s 
press, they may have found the example there. 

The authors then select another Western woman of humble origins: Laura Secourd 
of Canada, Heroine of the War of 1812. 117 Upon hearing about American plans for 
invasion, Secourd crossed enemy lines to warn the British-Canadian forces about the 
impending attack, saving her country from foreign occupation. Like Grace Darling, 
Laura Secourd became much more famous posthumously, but remained virtually 
unknown outside her country. Obviously, she contained the right combination of 
intelligence, bravery, and nationalism to be chosen for a 1918 textbook. In a like vein, 
the text then covers another ordinary woman, Lina of Italy, doing the extraordinary 
for her country. 118 

Rakha and Hamdi’s review ends with Florence Nightingale, who was the subject of 
numerous biographies in the mainstream and women’s press. 119 The authors describe 
her as a “symbol of humanity,” discussing her role in the Crimean War and the found¬ 
ing of the Red Cross. Nightingale exemplified a number of important characteristics 
for the modern girl: virtue, industry, compassion, and service to country. 

In examining the review of famous women as a whole, it is interesting for both 
who is included and excluded, as well as the information provided on those who are 
included. Why, for example, are Bilqis and Asiya included, while Maryam is excluded? 
Why do the authors emphasize Khadija’s role as a businesswoman over that of early 
convert and mother? Why is Fatima, the daughter of the Prophet excluded, but her 
daughter and granddaughters included? The juxtaposition of Aisha, Fatima, Zaynab, 
and Sakina is also worthy of note. They are not arranged chronologically by generation, 
but rather they are placed thematically in a selective discussion of the first two civil 
wars in Islam. Why are the stories of Sitt Malak and Shajarat al-Durr juxtaposed? Both 
of these women are portrayed as able leaders and administrators, without discussing 
the more controversial aspects of their personality and historical roles. The review then 
jumps into a discussion of notable European women. Elizabeth, Victoria, and Florence 
Nightingale are not surprising choices. They frequently appeared as exemplars in the 
women’s press, along with figures such as Catherine the Great and Madame Curie. 
Nevertheless, the authors then choose a series of women who were national heroines, 
but virtually unknown outside their country of origin: Grace Darling of Britain, Laura 
Secourd of Canada, and Lina of Italy. From where do the authors select these women 
and why do they choose them over others? Why are there no women from the region 
after the thirteenth century? 120 Like the biographies that appeared before and after 
them in the women’s press, they were meant to be “instructive as well as entertaining, 
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even if it was not always clear which facets of a life were to provide instruction.” 121 It 
would be up to the teacher to guide her students. 

In looking at all of the women, it is clear that there are some shared values. 
The common denominator was intelligence and virtue; however, no other char¬ 
acteristics can be applied to all. Other important traits included wise governance, 
oratorical ability, poetic ability, generosity, religiosity, compassion, nationalism, and 
beauty. Although the text explicitly states that these women were the most remark¬ 
able of their times, the implication is clear that their distinction also transcended 
time and place. Their virtues could be applied to contemporary Egyptian girls, 
who were embarking upon new roles, but were in need of traditional wisdom and 
guidance. 

The women chosen for the review, nonetheless, seem to defy the roles for women 
outlined in the previous four sections of the book. None of these women are discussed 
in the context of their role as mothers; and in fact, a number of them were childless 
and/or virgins. This seems a bit odd, given that one of the authors’ main purposes 
was to prepare women for their role as mothers. Nor are the women described as 
great wives or household administrators. 122 Even those of humbler origins are not 
discussed in the context of these roles. 

On the other hand, the women chosen help to create a distinct relationship 
between home, family, and nation, reinforcing the notion that a civilization can 
be measured by the condition of its women. The series goes beyond the “behind 
every great man is woman” concept. 123 Instead, the text emphasizes the fact that even 
women in non-traditional roles have something to offer the nation. By presenting 
these women as “exceptional,” the authors do not upset the patriarchal system. They 
clearly avoided the example of contemporary suffragettes and feminists who would 
offer such a challenge. 

In teaching the lessons of this textbook, it was up to the teacher to direct the 
nature of the discussion. There were no prepared questions or guidelines in the text. 
Whereas the young elementary or primary student might enjoy memorizing the songs 
and looking at the pictures, older students could spend more time discussing the 
significance of the parables and the selection of the great women. Perhaps, the teacher 
might ask the students who is more worthy of praise or which women were the best 
role models for their times? In the case of girls studying at teachers’ institutes, they 
could be motivated and encouraged by role models—Sitt Malak, Shajarat al-Durr, 
Queen Elizabeth, Queen Victoria, and Florence Nightingale, and so on. These were all 
women who moved freely in the public sphere without compromising their character. 
In presenting this material, teachers did not necessarily stress their exceptionality, but 
could instead use them as oppositional constructs of womanhood. Nevertheless, this 
is merely a matter of speculation, as is how the message was received by students. What 
is clear is that in the decades following the publication and use of these textbooks, 
women began to enter the urban workforce in larger numbers. Twenty years after 
the publication of Rakha and Hamdi’s text, the number of women in the labor force 
had increased more than 600 percent. 124 Nevertheless, the curriculum in the girls’ 
schools continued to stress home economics. Career paths for women reinforced 
the role of mother-educator, as more women became teachers, nurses, pediatricians, 
obstetricians/gynecologists, and social workers. 125 
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Conclusion 


The study of early-twentieth-century textbooks highlights the distinctions between 
the two educational levels and demonstrates the ambiguities over the mission of female 
education. Both tiers of the educational system sought to impose the ideals of order, 
hygiene, organization, and moderation. The expanded curriculum in the upper track 
of the educational system allowed many venues for these lessons by means of classes in 
home economics, hygiene, morals, and religion. Meanwhile, girls attending kuttabs, 
elementary schools, and vocational schools combined these lessons in hygiene and 
religion classes. Class-based assumptions buttressed the curriculum. Thus, girls in 
the lower track learned how to wash their hands after meals, while girls in the upper 
educational track learned how to set the proper table. 126 

Nevertheless, the class divide between the two educational tracks was not as clear 
as in the boys’ schools. The vocational emphasis of the upper track discouraged many 
upper-middle and upper-class girls from attending government schools. Instead, they 
could choose a private school that reflected the needs of their families. Girls from the 
wealthiest strata, with a full complement of servants to carry out their housework, 
might prefer schools that adhered to the Gamayyil principles of home economics 
and offered refined subjects, such as art, music, and languages. Middle class girls of 
more modest origins might also seek private schools, which would keep them from 
having to mingle with girls seeking an occupation in teaching or medicine, while 
also offering them the practical instruction shown in the Mikhail texts. Thus, there 
were many girls from the middle and lower-middle-classes in the upper track of the 
educational system. These girls were given a view of the home and consumption 
which, for many, was far beyond their means. Textbook authors addressed this issue 
with calls for economy, thrift, and moderation. 

These textbook authors were graduates of the new schools in the Middle East. Some 
were Syrian Christians who had been educated in mission schools, while others were 
Egyptians who graduated from the schools established my Muhammad Ali and Ismail. 
While the authors were sensitive to issues of traditional morality and burgeoning 
nationalist issues, their educational experience in Western-style schools profoundly 
influenced their worldview. The architects of the new school system were men like 
Tahtawi and Mubarak, who had participated in early educational missions to Europe. 
While they maintained the need for certain cultural differences, they were fascinated 
by European life and customs. Both men wrote books on life in Europe. Mubarak’s 
account was a fictional work entitled c alam al-din in which visitors from Egypt travel 
to France, where they are amazed by the order and organization of the port, capital, 
mercantile establishments, public gardens, and people. After witnessing the disparities 
between Egypt and France, the protagonist highlights the source of the difference: “it 
stemmed from elementary rules of discipline and methods of educating the young, 
to which everything else goes back.” 127 Mubarak made the ideals of organization and 
discipline the foundation of the new educational system. 

Tahtawi was also profoundly influenced by his experience in Europe, and when he 
returned, he translated and supervised the translation of numerous books on history, 
medicine, geography, philosophy, and military science. As well, he wrote an account of 
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his stay in Paris, entitled takhlis al-ibriz ila talkhis Bariz in which he details the physical 
composition of Parisian homes, including the layout, furnishings, and decorations. In 
this discussion he comments upon the importance of the den, decorated with portraits, 
and reading. Furthermore, he provides information on table manners, customs, and 
even utensils. 128 Tahtawi does not uncritically accept all aspects of the Parisian lifestyle. 
For example, he finds that women’s clothing lends itself to licentiousness. 129 

One cannot help but be struck by the similarity between the Mikhail texts and 
Tahtawi. It is as though he read takhlis al-ibriz and elaborated upon it, providing 
sketches and photographs. Nevertheless, the wholescale adoption of European archi¬ 
tecture and furnishings did not necessarily make sense in Egypt. As discussed in 
chapter 3, the traditional home provided much greater circulation of air, and hence 
greater comfort in the summer and the winter. While a fireplace might provide many 
months worth of use in northwestern Europe, it had far less utility in Egypt. Fur¬ 
thermore, the exigencies of living on the fringe of the desert, as in Cairo, meant 
dealing with an abundance of dust in the home. Fireplace mantels, fancy armoires, 
Louis XlV-style furniture, bric-a-brac , and pictures were all places where dust could 
settle. The simplicity and/or portability of traditional furnishings made them far eas¬ 
ier to maintain. Ironically, while authors were attempting to integrate the lessons of 
order, discipline, and efficiency that they had learned into textbooks for girls, they 
were advocating models that actually created more housework for Egyptian wives and 
servants. 
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Conclusion 


The discussion of textbooks brings this study full circle from an investigation of new 
patterns of consumption amongst the elitist of the elite to new ideals to which middle- 
class Egyptians aspired. The ideal home depicted in textbooks was a small-scale version 
of the “house that Ismail built.” Its structure and organization were Western, with 
its all-important divisions, layout, and surrounding gates, just as the country itself 
had been dissected by roads, railway lines, and telegraph cables. Inside the home, the 
individual was to decorate with European-style furnishings, bric-a-brac, and portraits, 
just as the cities had been adorned with modern buildings, houses, parks, and gardens. 
The responsibility of maintaining this home belonged to the “New Woman,” defined 
by her ability to serve her husband, raise moral children, keep her house clean, and 
maintain her family’s accounts. The home was a small kingdom in and of itself, and it 
was a building block for the Egyptian nation. The new nation as well needed someone 
at its helm, and the British, the monarchy, and the politicians all vied for this role. 

Ismail sought to create an image of the royal family as both a symbol of dynastic 
grandeur and as an example of modernity in his realm. The familial link to his Ottoman 
suzerein facilitated the change in succession to primogeniture, and he imposed “new” 
marriages upon his children. Arranging a marriage between his heir-apparent Tawfiq 
and Amina, with her dual royal lineage, would suit his purposes well. Nevertheless, the 
circumstances that brought Tawfiq to the throne and his continued manipulation by 
European powers, meant that he would not be the great dynast about which his father 
dreamed. Despite Tawfiq’s unpopularity, Amina was beloved for her philanthropic 
work, and helping to guide her son, Abbas II, in the early years of his reign. While 
Abbas’s relationship with the nationalist movement was at times strained, he did fulfill 
the role that his grandfather had desired. For that very reason, the British deposed 
him at the outset ofWorld War I. The reign of Husayn Kamil (r. 1914-17) was short¬ 
lived and highly regulated by the British. Ele and his unassuming (non-royal) second 
wife would garner little public respect or interest. The British then placed Fuad on 
the throne, who at the time was divorced from his first (royal) bride, Chivekiar. In 
1919 the non-Arabic-speaking Fuad married Nazli Sabry, daughter of the Minister of 
Agriculture and descendent of the legendary French mercenary, Suleiman Pasha. 1 The 
19-year-old, distinguished (but non-royal) beauty could well have served the role of 
the premier New Woman of the country, balancing Fuad’s deficiencies. Elowever, her 



166 


Creating the New Egyptian Woman 


51-year-old husband preferred to keep his bride a “royal captive ... [in] a gilded 
cage.” 2 

In both the public and private schools of Egypt the “New Woman” received training 
in the duties that would prepare her for her role as the guardian of her own kingdom. 
Nevertheless, middle- and upper-class Egyptians were not united in their belief over 
what this education should entail. While there was a general consensus among the 
classes and the sexes that a woman’s education should prepare her for her future 
role, there was a wide range of opinion regarding what a suitable curriculum should 
encompass. 

The upper-class girl was moving from a world of strict gender seclusion and large 
multigenerational households with full serving staffs and retainers, to a world in which 
she would have greater access to the public sphere through education, shopping, and 
philanthropy. Her household was also in the process of change. Formerly, the elite 
home was both a symbol of conspicuous consumption and a seat of power. As the 
dynasty of Muhammad Ali gained strength over the course of the nineteenth century, 
such households became things of the past. While they still employed a full retinue 
of servants, no longer did they require retainers to defend the master’s interests. The 
nuclear family, while not displacing the extended household, did become an ideal. 
Nevertheless, the elite woman while finding herself in a world of new educational and 
consumer possibilities, still faced the challenges of polygamy, unilateral divorce, and 
the last vestiges of concubinage. 

The dimunition of the political role of the elite household corresponded to the rise 
of the New Man and the New Woman. While the New Man challenged the monarchy 
for a greater voice in government, the elite woman demanded new rights in marriage 
and divorce. The British occupation complicated matters by reducing the role of the 
monarchy, thwarting the aims of the New Man, and creating tensions in the life of the 
elite woman. On the one hand, she could agree with the British that the position of 
Egyptian women ought to be improved, an argument frequently used by the British 
to justify the occupation. On the other hand, she could pressure her husband and 
men of his class to raise the status of women in readiness for self-government. As 
we have seen, the condition of the woman and the family was inextricably linked to 
notions of development and modernity. 

The upper-class girl’s education needed to reflect these changes in her home and in 
her country. Furthermore, as upper-class men sought education in Europe and in the 
Europeanized schools of Egypt, many sought wives with a comparable and compatible 
background. Thus, upper-class men and women believed that a woman’s education 
should include theoretical home economics, foreign languages, and the fine arts. 
The education of choice was a home education, where the curriculum could be 
tailored to meet individual needs. In some families this might also include more 
traditional instruction in Quran, hadith , poetry, and Turkish; while others might 
merely employ a European governess to focus on French, music, and art. The new 
education encouraged these women to utilize their organizational and managerial 
skills outside the home. Both philanthropy and the nationalist movement brought 
these women further into the public sphere, and elite men supported these roles for 
their wives and daughters. Nevertheless, if the woman were to receive a salary for 
doing such work, it would be considered a disgrace. 
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The middle class was less unified in its interests and its beliefs regarding girls’ 
education. Lower-middle-class men, namely, c ulama, small merchants, artisans, and 
low-level bureaucrats, were members of professions that had lost a certain degree 
of wealth and status with the rise of capitalism and the Egyptian state. Their eco¬ 
nomically tenuous position made them a bit apprehensive regarding girls’ education, 
as they feared women pursuing careers that could potentially displace them. Fur¬ 
thermore, their household accounts were not particularly complex nor could their 
income support servants. Thus, they believed in a modest education for girls; how¬ 
ever, they insisted upon one with a practical emphasis. 3 In their opinion, girls did 
not need frills, such as languages, history, and geography, nor did they even need 
to spend an extensive amount of time in mathematics class. Instead, they felt that 
girls should spend their time learning the practical skills involved in running their 
homes: cooking, cleaning, laundry, and childcare. They tended to send their daugh¬ 
ters to schools where these skills were emphasized, such as the School of Practical 
Housewifery, the new higher elementary schools, and the government-run kuttabs 
for girls. Those who were poor enough to desire an income for their daughters 
could send them to one of the teachers’ training colleges or the School of Midwifery. 
Nevertheless, these men tended to be more conservative regarding the role of their 
wives and daughters in the public sphere, adhering to old Turco-Circassian values, 
rather than Western ones. 4 Understanding the mindset and experience of lower mid¬ 
dle class women is more difficult. The one small piece of evidence that we have is 
the large-scale refusal of future teachers, most of whom were lower middle class in 
origin, to enter the domestic science track of the Sania Teachers’ College. Women 
overwhelmingly chose the general education division, which emphasized language, 
mathematics, geography, history, and drawing over needlework, cookery, laundry, 
and housewifery. 

The men of the middle and upper middle classes tended to come from families 
whose condition improved over the course of the nineteenth century. These were 
people whose fathers and grandfathers had advanced socially and economically due 
to their education, moving into positions in the upper levels of the bureaucracy 
and the liberal professions. These were also men who received land grants from the 
government and who invested their own money in land. Women in these upwardly 
mobile families were just being introduced to the concept of household management, 
and their household accounts were becoming increasingly complex. Thus, there was 
a greater need for the science of home management. Nevertheless, men more than 
women believed in the necessity of some practical education for girls. Few in this 
class could afford home education for their daughters. For most, government schools 
were not a viable alternative either due to the vocational bent of the curriculum. The 
private, community, and mission schools offered a variety of alternatives at a wide 
range of cost. 

Middle- to upper-middle-class women contributing to the discourse on education 
did not speak with a unified voice. Some, for example, Regina Awwad, pressed for 
a more practical curriculum for girls. Nevertheless, others were proud of their newly 
attained position in society and wished to emulate the model of the elite. In other 
words, they felt that cooking was the vocation of a cook and that a girl’s time in school 
was better spent engaged in other subjects. Regardless of their view on practical home 
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economics, the women of this class had less experience with issues related to polygamy 
and concubinage, and they placed more emphasis on creating the proper home, rather 
than dismantling the improper one. 

Education reinforced divisions in society, particularly in the government schools 
for boys, where the bifurcated system tended to cut along class lines. Nevertheless, 
the multiplicity of choices for girls also tended to divide along class lines. The type of 
education a girl received reflected both her family background and the type of man 
she might marry. The rise of companionate marriage without the concommittant rise 
of personal choice in partners meant that education, along with family reputation, 
was a leading criterion for decision making. 5 The textbooks adopted for individual 
schools reflected the class outlook of the particular school. Schools that catered to a 
more prestigious clientele might opt for the Gamayyil home economics text, while a 
somewhat more modest school might adopt only part one of Mikhail’s Modern Home 
Management, while a school catering to the middle to lower middle class might utilize 
both parts one and two of the Mikhail text. 

Furthermore, the textbooks delineate the distinction between the countryside and 
the city, reinforcing the respective roles of production and consumption. Authors 
point out the importance of the peasant for the economy; but at the same time, they 
depict peasants as simple, ignorant, and dirty. Even though city dwellers owe the 
peasant gratitude for their well being, the culture of the countryside was rejected in 
favor of the Westernized culture of Cairo and Alexandria. 

Education was part of a larger struggle for cultural identity. Textbooks in par¬ 
ticular, represent a hegemonic struggle between the interests of the ruling elite and 
the British occupiers on the one hand, and indigenous customs and values on the 
other. An intellectual bargain was reached between the occupiers, the elite, and the 
nationalist intelligentsia whereby curriculum would espouse a vision of Western civ¬ 
ilization tempered with traditional Eastern values. Thus, home economics textbooks 
exhorted girls to consume along Western lines, create Western-style homes, and to 
live up to the Victorian mother-educator ideal. History, geography, and mathematics 
classes also buttressed a Eurocentric world view with their emphases on empire and 
the culture of the West. At the same time, however, classes in religion, Arabic, morals, 
and civics encouraged students to follow traditional standards of modesty and propri¬ 
ety, while also encouraging a new form of identification as citizens. Students learned 
their roles as members of individual families and as part of the collective national 
family. 

Education in household management and consumption continued beyond 
the walls of the classroom as women read and listened to the growing literature of 
the home in the women’s and mainstream presses. Articles offered advice that ran the 
gamut from the abstract, theoretical rights and duties of women to nitty gritty advice 
on how to get rid of insects and remove stains. Furthermore, advertising informed 
women of the new products and services available in large cities. Indeed, there was 
a great deal of overlap between what girls learned in school and what they found in 
advertisements. In school they read about visitors’ cards, new types of furnishings, 
modern medicine, and services such as banking and insurance. These were the same 
types of products and services that advertised in both presses. 
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The repeated images and words in advertising, as well as in prescriptive literature, 
fed Egyptian women a near-constant diet of ways to improve her home through 
consumption. 6 In the years after 1915, one the strongest messages sent, despite 
consumption of foreign and Western-styled (indigenously made) goods, was to 
purchase “Egyptian.” While we do not know how readers perceived these advertis- 
ments, the staying power of this method of marketing, meant that advertisers believed 
in its utility. According to Marshall McLuhan, “[e]ffective advertising gains its ends 
partly by distracting the attention of the reader from its presuppositions and by its 
quiet fusion with other levels of experience ... it is the supreme form of demogogic 
flattery.” 7 Consumption of national goods, or even goods that improved the quality 
of the home, helped women to contribute to the larger effort of the country. Their 
identity was vested in the home and the marriage that they created. By the same 
token, the economic boycott, or non-consumption of British goods, was an active 
demonstration of their self-identification as Egyptian citizens. 
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